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ABSTRACT
COMPETING NARATIVES: THE INTERPLAY BETWEEN RACIAL AND ETHNO¬
RELIGIOUS IDENTITY AMONG ASHKENAZI JEWISH UNDERGRADUATE
ANTI-RACIST PEER EDUCATORS
SEPTEMBER 2005
CHRISTOPHER MACDONALD-DENNIS, B.A., FRAMINGHAM STATE COLLEGE
M.S., NORTHEASTERN UNIVERSITY
Ed.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Directed by: Maurianne Adams, Ph.D.
This study examined the various ways in which Ashkenazi Jewish undergraduate
anti-racism peer educators understood and used their Jewish identity in their work with
non-Jewish people of color and white Christians. Ashkenazi Jews, who are Jews of
Central European heritage, often find themselves questioning the racial space they
occupy. The ways in which students of Ashkenazi Jewish identification compare or
contrast their historical and current social position with that of communities of color can
either facilitate or disrupt their efforts to be effective anti-racist educators. Fifteen
Ashkenazi Jews who are peer facilitators in a nationally-recognized social justice
program at a university in the Midwest were interviewed. Three data gathering
techniques were utilized: demographic intake form, individual interview, and focus group
interview. Participants articulated a complex understanding of the position of Ashkenazi
Jews in U.S.-based systems of ethnicity, religion, race and class. Based on these systems,
the students claimed that Jews are both insiders and outsiders in American society,
targeted and privileged simultaneously in their ethno-religious and class identities.
Findings reveal that being Jewish is salient and a distinct identity for this generation of
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college students; the history of Jewish oppression continues to inform Jewish identity;
Jewish students continues to describe a connection with Blacks; and distinctive processes
of ethnic and ethno-religious identity development take place for Jewish undergraduates.
Findings suggest the need for a new social identity model that addresses the unique
racial, ethnic and ethno-religious positionality of Ashkenazi Jewish undergraduates. The
author presents a Jewish ethno-religious target development model, along with
implications for anti-racism and social justice education and suggestions for further
research.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
Students who are active in anti-racism education projects are often challenged to
understand the background and legacy of their racial position relative to systems of
racism. Students who identify as Ashkenazi Jews are further challenged to understand
their historical experience of discrimination and oppression as similar to and also
different from communities of color. The ways in which students of Ashkenazi Jewish
background and identification compare or contrast their historical and current social
position with that of communities of color can either facilitate or disrupt their efforts to
be anti-racist educators. Thus, this study examines the various ways in which Ashkenazi
Jewish undergraduate student anti-racism educators understand and use their Jewish
identity in their work with communities of color.
During the undergraduate years, defining oneself and exploring one’s “given” or
attributed identities is particularly important for college students. Students are
confronting important identity issues as they enter adulthood, including how to define
themselves, their relationships with each other and what to do with their lives (Chickering
& Reisser, 1993). For undergraduate anti-racist educators, defining oneself takes on a
larger meaning and becomes even more pressing. Students engaged in anti-racist work
have an additional burden as they try to understand their place in the context of a history
of racial oppression and positionality in this nation in order to effectively challenge
systems of racism.
In anti-racist work, Jews often discover themselves questioning the racial space
they occupy (R. Fisher, personal communication, February 3, 2004). In particular.
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Ashkenazi Jews who constitute approximately 90% of American Jews find themselves
challenged by the terminology used in many anti-racist education programs in
discussions around race (Kaye/Kantrowitz, 1996). Ashkenazi Jews are afforded white¬
skinned privilege in this society and are often seen as “White” by both Whites and people
of color (Breitman, 1995; Gold, 1996). On the other hand, Ashkenazi Jews are aware of
being not-quite-White in the U.S., or Semites, not Aryans in Europe, so question the unnuanced designation (Blumenfeld, 2001). Moreover, the relative prevalence of Ashkenazi
Jews, or Jews of Central European heritage, becomes clear when one realizes that they
are the “quintessential” Jew in this country. When most people think about Jews or have
knowledge around Jewish issues, they are often using Ashkenazi Jews as their template
(Frankenberg, 1993). Thus, Ashkenazi Jewish anti-racism educators will be the focus of
study in this dissertation.
Based on the racialization that others attribute to Ashkenazi Jewish students,
social justice educators often hear from Ashkenazi Jewish students when talking about
race that they do not see themselves as “White,” but rather as “Jews.” The use of limiting
language around race is confusing to Jewish students who want to acknowledge their
identity belonging to a “people” that is based on religion, history, and ethnicity as well as
race. In addition, Jews have been on different sides of the racial divide (White in the
U.S., but non-Aryan in Europe) in different historical and social contexts. Thus, Jews
resist a dualistic either/or set of identity categories (Kaye/Kantrowitz, 1996).
When the “not White but Jewish” statement is articulated, a similar pattern often
arises: the facilitator proceeds to explain to these students that (Ashkenazi) Jews receive
white-skinned privilege and thus are not seen as a racially different group in this country.
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Meanwhile, students of color and White Christian students get frustrated at the assertion
by Jews that they are not White, because they believe that the Jews merely do not want to
accept their white-skinned privilege (R. Fisher, personal communication, February 3,
2004).
Ashkenazi Jewish students try to explain their confusion about being both White
and racially and/or ethnically and/or religiously “different” but generally to no avail.
Everyone is frustrated by the “diversion”; few seem to want to understand what is going
on for the Jewish students. There is little room in anti-racist educational projects for
Ashkenazi Jews to grapple with their complex and intersecting racial, ethnic, religious
and class identity issues.
Gloria Anzaldua (1990) and Siobhan Brooks (2002), more than a decade apart,
relate comparable experiences with Jewish students in classes on U.S. women of color.
While the classes they describe were meant to focus on women of color and particularly
on the concept of internalization of oppression, the objectives, in the authors’ words,
were frequently “subverted” by Ashkenazi Jewish women’s efforts to shift the focus onto
their own confusion. Both authors describe how these “White Jewish women” did not
want to identity as “White” and felt that they belonged more to the “women-of-color”
group than they did to the “White” group. The Jews were articulating their feeling that
they shared many experiences of racial oppression and that they were somehow out of
place when lumped together with other Whites who, in other non-U.S. historical contexts
constituted the “oppressors.” However, Anzaldua and Brooks express their displeasure at
the distraction.
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Many people in anti-racist educational contexts get frustrated with Ashkenazi
Jews for comparing themselves to people of color and for aligning the fight against antiSemitism with the anti-racism movement. These people state that when compared with
people of color, Jews in the United States have not suffered from material deprivation or
the same level of violent physical attacks in recent history in the United States in the
same manner (Steinberg, 1989). While they have felt the sting of social discrimination in
other times and places, they have not faced the same legal and political barriers to
acceptance, nor have they been excluded from the central institutions in the same way
that people of color have. Diversity educators, some of them Jewish, claim that Jews
generally reap the benefits of white-skinned privilege (Kaye/Kantrowitz, 2000).
Ashkenazi Jews become an interesting indicator of the problematic nature of the
historically-constructed U.S. Black/White racial binary. From the perspective of people
of color and anti-racist educators who rely on the Black/White racial binary as the basis
for the distinction between target and agent, Jews of Central European descent are
accorded “white-skin privilege” and the resultant social-economic privileges that
historically accrue to the ethno-racial assignment of “White.”
However, racial attribution has played a contradictory role in the historical
constructions of Jewish identity. Although most Jews of European ancestry are now seen
as White, there is a deep connection between white racism and anti-Semitism in both
European history and in the United States (Azoulay, 1998; Kaye/Kantrowitz, 1986;
Langman, 1995). Back and Solomos (2000) emphasize that one of the most consistent
themes that runs through racist discourse is anti-Semitism. Lemer (1990) contends that
anti-Semitism is the oldest form of racism in the Western world with the exclusion of
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Jewish “Semites” from the privileges accorded “Aryans” within north European racial
categories. Daniels (1997) and Ferber (2001) affirm that White Supremacist ideology,
which is based on the historical understanding of Anglo-Saxon Protestant superiority
from which White privilege arose, is always anti-Jewish and that race hate will never
exclude Jews. Those who study the place of Jews in White Supremacist thought argue
that while many see Jews as a part of the “White” community, many Jew-haters think of
Jews as a non-White race (Dobratz & Shank-Meile, 1997). Because of this duality of
experience, Jews necessarily confound discussions of race.
At the large Midwestern university where this study was conducted, the position
of Jews in anti-racist work is an important question that plagues social justice education
programs. Jews make up 15% of the student body at this institution; in fact, 2% of all
Jewish college students in North America attend this university (M. Brooks, personal
communication, December 2, 2003). Jews are a visible group on campus and engaged in
various social justice education and anti-racist education programs. Social justice
educators are often at a loss as to how to deal with upper-middle-class White Ashkenazi
Jewish students who vigorously contest the ideas that are taught in these classes (K.
Wong, personal communication, July 10, 2003). These students often express their
conflict and internal contradictions over how they see themselves as compared to their
U.S.-based assigned identity as they do this work in the binary system (Tatum, 1997).
It is important to note, however, that Jews are not the only group to question
where they fit into a binary that was created prior to their distinctive histories. Latinos,
Arabs and South Asians often are unsure about their racial space in a society based on a
limiting binary idea of race. These questions of difference that do not neatly fit into this
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dichotomy are often met with confusion or hostility or with the charge that they simply
do not carry the political or moral weight of identities organized around the prevailing
system (Kaye/Kantrowitz, 1992). This understanding of race in relation to societal
systems of racism has proven problematic for many groups (Martinez, 2000). The fact
that it has been problematic means that it makes sense to re-examine those mutually
exclusive categories in some more nuanced, complicated way in order to understand how
racialized groups perceive of themselves in a complex world.
In addition to questioning the Black/White binary, many groups find the focus on
a United States context difficult, given that their identities are tied to members of their
group throughout the world. For people who belong to a Diaspora, such as Jews,
Armenians, and non-U.S. bom Africans, it is difficult to focus solely on one’s condition
in a single country. The concept of a “diaspora” has been offered by researchers to serve
as an alternative way of thinking about transnational migration and ethnic relations to
complicate ideas of “race” and “ethnicity” (Cohen, 1997; Hall, 1990). It is argued that the
concept of Diaspora can give a more profound understanding of the social reality in
which members of those groups live. As with the conceptualization of race, it makes
sense to examine the experience of diasporic groups to discover how the sole focus on the
United States in our anti-racism programs accurately captures their understanding of
themselves.
Terms Used
In discussing these complex notions of identity, it is perhaps helpful to explain the
use of terminology in this dissertation. Ethno-religious groups define communities in
which religious identity is often racialized and is linked to the idea that the religion
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“belongs” to a “group.” Thus, ethno-religious oppression is oppression based on the
perception of some combination of devalued ethnicity and religion (Fox, 2002). Race is a
socially constructed category that is linked to benefits or subjugation based on where one
is placed in the race-based social hierarchy, and racism can be seen as the rationale for
social inequality. Ethnicity, on the other hand, is assumed to be based on socially
maintained characteristics that are not linked to oppression (Wildman, 2000). The term
“ethnicity” is reserved for the identity that people who share a unique social and cultural
history that is passed from one generation to another (Hollinger 1995; Perlmutter, 1992).
Purpose of the Study
As stated previously, students who identify as Ashkenazi Jews are particularly
challenged to understand their historical experience of discrimination and oppression as
similar to and also different from communities of color. The ways in which students of
Ashkenazi Jewish background compare or contrast their historical and current social
position with that of communities of color can either facilitate or disrupt their efforts to
be anti-racist educators. Thus, this study examines the various ways in which Ashkenazi
Jewish undergraduate student anti-racism educators understand and use their Jewish
identity in their work with communities of color.
In this study, I expect to answer the following research questions:
1. How do undergraduate Ashkenazi Jewish anti-racist educators understand
the position of Ashkenazi Jews in United States systems of race, religion
and class?
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2. How do undergraduate Ashkenazi Jewish anti-racist peer educators
perceive their interpersonal relationship with people of color and with
Whites in these programs?
3. In working with programs that focus on understanding racial positionality,
how do undergraduate Ashkenazi Jewish anti-racist educators position
themselves?
Perspective of the Author
As the biracial child of a Jewish father and Latina mother, I come to this work as
someone who has contested the bimodal system of understanding race in this country. I
am a person who had received white privilege on the streets of Boston because I was
perceived to be merely another “white ethnic” (probably Italian) and yet has been “seen”
as racially different in other places. Though many told me I was White, I had a history,
understanding and consciousness of racial oppression and discrimination based on the
experience of my mother and her family.
As a doctoral student in Social Justice Education and a student affairs educator
with 10 years of anti-racist educational dialogue work with undergraduate college
students, I have struggled with the bimodal model and the contestations in professional
settings as well. I have seen South Americans, Chaldeans, Jews and others find the model
particularly problematic, given these communities’ history of simultaneous racial
privilege and oppression. I have seen students wrestle with the idea that their experience
does not “fit” into the racialized system. This is especially difficult for undergraduate
college students, given that they are often trying to make sense of their identity during
this period in their lives.
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Significance of the Study
This study will add to the body of social justice education, Jewish identity and
anti-racist literature. It does so in three ways. Through this study, first and foremost, I
hope to assist Ashkenazi Jewish student participants to understand what they are
experiencing as intersecting racial, ethnic, and ethno-religious identity and help them to
make sense of it. By doing this, social justice educators will be able to understand how
Ashkenazi Jews make sense of their world in order to design effective anti-oppression
strategies. We must understand our students if we are to work with them successfully. I
want their thoughts and, most importantly, their contestations of the ideas presented in
anti-racism education. Based on my experience teaching in anti-racist educational
settings, I expect that some of them will continue challenge ideas that do not make sense
in their worldviews.
In addition, the results of this study may help social justice educators to rethink
the conceptual frameworks and the language we use to frame discussions of race and
racism in this country. This work can hopefully help social justice education program
designers to conceptualize race differently to include multiple perspectives, particularly
ones that may not fit neatly into the binary system. Doing this is necessary if these
programs want truly to effectively challenge all our students to engage in the fight against
racism and to understand their place in the system, no matter how muddled it may seem
to some.
In a similar vein, the findings of this study can assist social justice educators to
reconsider the way we reify the racialized system of Black and White. Much of our
theorizing on race and the language we use around race is centered on an understanding
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of the oppression of Blacks by Whites in this country. Although social justice educators
utilize terminology that seemingly includes all groups, much of the work is still
predicated on a dualistic system of racial oppression and privilege. Ultimately, I hope that
the results and findings of this dissertation study will help social justice educators deal
with the larger dilemma of rethinking the Black/White binary system to allow for greater
nuance and intersection among multiple social identities.
Organization of the Study
This dissertation is organized into six chapters. Chapter 1 provides the overview
and significance of the study. Chapter 2 includes a review of the literature of the
construction of Europeans as the racially privileged group; the history of discrimination
toward Ashkenazi Jews in the United States; the intersection of anti-Semitism and
racism; and ethnic, racial and social identity development theories. By presenting these, I
hope to show why Ashkenazi Jews often feel perplexed in anti-racism contexts. Chapter 3
presents the research design, participants, data collection sources, and procedures for data
analysis. Chapter 4 presents the results of the study and a discussion of what I found.
Chapter 5 analyzes the findings in relation to current research. Lastly, Chapter 6 raises
questions that arose from the research, and discusses implications and recommendation
for educators.
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CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW
Chapter 2 presents the literature review for the dissertation, thereby girding the
findings of the dissertation study. This chapter aims to give a foundation for the concepts
and issues essential in appreciating the results of this research. The bodies of knowledge
presented provide a framework for understanding the experiences of Ashkenazi Jews in
the United States and the identity issues this community faces in working in anti-racist
educational settings.
This chapter delineates the historical narratives that have played a role in the
experience of Ashkenazi Jews in the United States. The first section highlights the focus
of anti-racist education for White students: namely, the historical construction of racism
and whiteness in the United States. Anti-racism education promotes the elimination of
racism through recognizing and changing institutional policies and practices as well as
noticing individual attitudes and behaviors that contribute to racism (Dei, 1996; Kivel,
2001; Nim, 1996). Dei (1996) contends that the purpose of anti-racist education includes
identifying and addressing racism at both the personal and institutional levels and
working toward removing systemic barriers that marginalize groups of people. In anti¬
racist education, White participants begin to understand the benefits of being a member
of the racially dominant group and the ways that whiteness privileges them in the United
States.
Thus, the first section delineates the following: the emergence of whiteness as an
identity category in the United States, the lessening of the importance of ethnicity among
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Whites, and the creation of whiteness as a litigated and legal category that served as a
prerequisite for full citizenship.
The second section examines the ways in which Jews have been seen as “other”
throughout United States history. The history of anti-Semitism in the United States is
presented, including the various ways Jews have been conceptualized as targets in this
country.
The third section examines where anti-Semitism and racism overlap and intersect
with another. Lastly, ethnic, racial, and social identity development is discussed in order
to understand how these histories impact individuals and groups, specifically Ashkenazi
Jews.
Specifically, this chapter reviews pertinent research in the following bodies of
literature:
I.

The Construction of Whiteness as a Privileged Racial Category

II.

Judaism/Jewishness as “Other” in U.S. History

III.

The Intersection of Anti-Semitism and Racism

IV.

Ethnic, Racial and Social Identity Development
The Construction of Whiteness as a Privileged Racial Category

The United States to which Ashkenazi Jews immigrated from Europe is a society
in which race is central to the social structure (Bar On & Tessman, 2001). Omi and
Winant (1994) call the United States a “race state.” Several scholars posit that race is the
most important social identity in the United States, meaning that race affects educational
attainment, where one lives, with whom one interacts, and one’s overall life chances
(Allen, 1997; Smedley, 1998; Zinn, 1992). A person’s racial identity determines many of
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the rights to which one is entitled. Lipsitz (1998) contends that race is the major mode of
social differentiation in this country, taking priority over class, education, occupation,
gender, age, religion, ethnicity, and other differences.
Zuniga (2000) states that the concept of race in the United States was used to
justify White dominance over the peoples of Africa, North and South America and Asia
that Europeans were colonizing. In the United States, race was created and maintained to
advance the political and economic interests of White Anglo-Saxons who colonized this
nation. Smedley (1998) concurs, explaining that the term “race” developed as a
classification term from the 16
18

tH

to the 18

tVi

centuries; however, in the latter half of the

century, the word “race” was extended to describe innate, hierarchical groups. The

English, who came to dominate the colonial world of 17

t Vi

and 18

|U

century America,

created a world in which the status of “whiteness” achieved supremacy, while inferior or
lower-status identities were imposed on those native populations they encountered,
exploited, and enslaved (Smedley, 1998). Racial differences were a major tool by which
dominant Whites constructed and maintained social barriers to preserve privileges
accorded Whites, and they consciously built a social stratification based upon these
differences codified in state and federal law and social policy (Allen, 1997).
Understanding the historical processes that created whiteness is critical to the
goals of anti-racist education. In examining this history, both people of color and White
people understand that white privilege is not “natural,” but rather a social, political and
legal construction to maintain dominance. Therefore, the structure can be dismantled.
Learning the history of whiteness and racial supremacy can help students to appreciate
that systems can be challenged to create a more socially just society.
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The Beginning of Race: The Colonial Era and the Economic Basis for Racism
The construction of race began with the colonization of the Western hemisphere.
The colonial expansion of certain Western European nations five centuries ago and the
concomitant treatment of the colonized citizens began the process of racialization of nonEuropeans (Banton, 1998). Zuniga and Castaneda (2000) assert that race was ultimately
constructed to serve interests of British colonization and economic exploitation. The
communities who were displaced, enslaved and conquered were seen as racially inferior
on this side of the Atlantic Ocean. Horsman (1981) and Steinberg (1989) argue that
racism has its origins in conquest and slavery.
Consolidation of White Identity
As a result of the subordination of African Americans and Native Americans,
regardless of ethnicity or servitude status, European colonists and immigrants began to
see themselves as a single race-based (rather than ethnic or religious) entity. Smedley
(1998) argues that European Americans began to see themselves as a common group visa-vis Native Americans and African Americans by the turn of the 18th century. Omi and
Winant (1994) contend that once a system of race-based slavery was set in motion that
resulted in the shaping of a specific racial identity for the slaves, a racial identity was
formed for the European colonists and slave-owners as well. Jacobson (1998) asserts that
a pan-European identity was being created in the American colonies by highlighting the
fact that between the early charters of the early 17th century and the Revolutionary War,
the word “white” began to attain wide usage in New World political discourse.
Although Anglo-Saxon culture served as the blueprint for that which was deemed
“American,” European Americans saw themselves not as members of different ethnic
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groups but as one group because they had one thing in common: they were all citizens
through naturalization laws that stated that one had to be “White” in order to be a citizen.
During the colonial period, the role of citizens included assisting in putting down slave
rebellions and participating in expansionist activities against Native Americans (Takaki,
1993). Citizenship laws defined who had the right to be a citizen and that right was
exclusively for people of European origin (Jacobson, 1998). Hence, divisions were made
based on whether a group was enslaved, colonized or free. Some researchers claim that
these divisions became a control mechanism to mediate class anger, thus protecting the
interests of the land-owning elites; these demarcations served as a device for control to
separate poor Whites from Blacks (Allen, 1997).
Nation Building and the Consolidation of Race: The Legal Era of Racism
In addition to the denial of citizenship to slaves, the delegates to the
Constitutional Convention questioned whether other non-English Europeans should be
granted citizenship. Specifically, the delegates questioned whether Jews and Catholics
should be included in any naturalization legislation (Banks & Eberhardt, 1998).
Immigration of non-English Europeans was critical to the growth and development of the
new nation because not enough English were immigrating to the colonies (Zinn, 1992).
Steinberg (1989) asserts that laborers were needed to build the new nation and excluding
non-English Europeans in naturalization legislation would have discouraged and
hampered the necessary workforce.
Aiding the cause of enfranchising non-Anglo-Saxon Europeans was the fact that
many states gave citizenship to “Whites,” a term to mean non-Blacks and non-Indians
(Jacobson, 1998). Moreover, national citizenship was not as meaningful as it is today;
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state citizenship was more integral to everyday life (Allen, 1997). Hence, the legislators,
in granting non-English Europeans national citizenship, could gain the support of these
new immigrants without affecting the elites’ place in the United States. Thus, citizenship
rights were accorded European Americans, who were not English but White.
By offering the new immigrants the economic and legal privileges of citizenship,
the newcomers would less likely join Africans and Native Americans in any rebellion
against the government. Allen (1997) contends that Bacon’s Rebellion and other crossracial class rebellions of the 17th and 18th centuries was foremost in the minds of the
legislators and served as a powerful example of the use of skin color to minimize the
chance of class uprisings by poor Whites and Blacks. Hence, by granting the immigrants
citizenship rights, skin color served as the major arbiter of rights and responsibilities at
the dawn of the creation of the United States (Nash, 1992; Smedley, 1998).
In 1790 Congress enacted a law allowing “All free white persons who, have, or
shall migrate into the United States... shall take an oath of allegiance, and... shall be
entitled to the rights of citizenship” (Naturalization Act of 1790). This law had a
powerful effect on the rights and racial status of Europeans in the United States. While
scientists and policymakers would debate the racial lineage of certain European groups
later in the century, this act ensured that all Europeans were legally White. Because
Europeans were legally White, non-Anglo-Saxon Europeans were able to enter the
United States freely and create a life unencumbered by racial restrictions (Haney-Lopez,
1996). Whiteness and “Europeanness” was to become the most important possession 19th
century European immigrants could lay claim to; it was their means of opening the doors
of the United States (Jacobson, 1998). The term “White persons” was bom.
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Many authors (Ferrante & Brown, 2000; Haney-Lopez, 1996; Jacobson 1998)
argue that the term “White persons,” rather than being an exclusive term, is a broad
signification in that it includes people that the founders of this nation did not see as
similar to themselves. Although there were questions about whether Catholics and Jews
should be included in the 1790 law, Congress declared that only “white” immigrants
could qualify for citizenship without religious qualifications (Jacobson, 1998). Any
concerns about non-Anglo-Saxon or non-Protestant Europeans were subsumed by
problems posed by slavery and the frontier. Haney-Lopez, Jacobson, and Ferrante and
Brown contend that the law’s unquestioned use of the word “white” allowed for massive
European migration. Interestingly, many of these groups were not seen as equal to the
original English colonizers but were nonetheless White (Haney-Lopez, 1996). Ignatiev
(1995) states that the law allowed those who might be considered socially non-White to
have access to a racially segregated economy that was segregated in their favor.
In addition to the passage of the Naturalization Act, 1790 was the year in which
the U.S. Census was initiated. The Census was first taken to determine the number of
people living in the new nation. More importantly, it was used to determine the
apportionment of the federal budget each state received. Ferrante and Brown (2000) state
that a question about race has appeared on every census since 1790. Before 1820, the
census included: slave, free White, and free others. The early census questions bear out
the fact that whiteness was a privileged status; it was the only race specifically named.
Since whiteness conferred rights and privileges, it was important to know who could take
part in self-government (Jacobson, 1998).
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Contested Whiteness and the Immigration of Non-Anglo-Saxon Europeans
Only a half century after the passage of the Naturalization Act (1790), a shift from
an unquestioned hegemony of a unified race of “White persons” to a contest over a
fragmented, hierarchically arranged series of distinct “White races” began during the
1840s (Jacobson, 1998). Many Anglo-Saxon elites began to question the monolithic
definition of whiteness and to challenge whether or not the southern and eastern
European Catholic and Jewish immigrants should receive the rights and privileges of
White Protestants. Although these European immigrant groups could compete in an
economy that was not racially segregated against them, many wondered where they fit
into the national identity of this country. As Omi and Winant (1994) contend, it was not
evident if the color line would be cast within or outside Europe.
European immigrants, however, were utilized by the Northern White labor elite in
maintaining the disenfranchisement of African Americans. Specifically, the Irish, an
oppressed group in their native land, entered the United States by means of the 1790
Naturalization Act (Jacobson, 1998). Although they were legally White, the Irish were
not seen as socially white; they were often assigned to an intermediate race, located
socially between Black and White (Ignatiev, 1995; Takaki, 1993). The Irish, while
perhaps socially non-White, began insisting on their whiteness and allied themselves with
the interests of Whites by supporting slavery and insisting that Blacks be barred from
certain sectors of the economy (Takaki, 1993). Ignatiev (1995) contends that the Irish
“became” White as a strategy to secure an advantage in a competitive society and that the
power elite accepted Irish as White to create a coalition among pro-slavery Northerners.
The assimilation of the Irish into the White race made it possible to maintain slavery; the
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need to gain the loyalty of the Irish explains why the Democratic Party rejected nativism
and exploited the color line (Ignatiev, 1995).
The Dominance of Race: The Scientific Era of Racism
Science was critical in the ranking of human beings into groups that justified
domination and subordination. Pseudo-science rationalized rigid and permanent positions
within a hierarchical order based on what was believed to be the unalterable reality of
biological differences. The new science ordered human beings into a system that came
out of political, economic and social experiences of peoples who had emerged as
expansionist, conquering, dominating nations on a worldwide quest for wealth and power
(Smedley, 1998).
During the late 19

century, science became an important vehicle by which

people understood the environment around them (Omi & Winant, 1994). Bracey and
Meier (2000) argue that the half century between the 1880s and the New Deal was the era
of the apogee of scientific racism, with the birth of eugenics, in both Europe and the
United States. In the Western world, scientific pursuit became a vital endeavor to acquire
knowledge, comprehend the world, and show that the rational mind was the preeminent
tool in this enterprise. Stephen Jay Gould, the eminent biologist at Harvard University, in
his book The Mismeasure of Man (1981, 1996), eloquently delineates how science was
utilized to justify Whites’ racism. The new fields, particularly anthropology, were
dedicated to the investigation (and justification) of racial “differences” (Smedley, 1998).
People of color were not the only targets of eugenics and racialist science. The
“discovery” in the United States that Europe had inferior and superior races came in
response to the great waves of immigration from Southern and Eastern Europe in the late

19

19th and early 20th century (Jacobson, 1998). Before that time, European immigrants were
assimilated into the White population. However, racialist scientists did try to rank socalled White “races” in relation to each other. Of all the White “races” threatening
Anglo-Saxon America with mongrelization, none was regarded with greater alarm than
Jews (Sachar, 1992). Robert Knox, in Races of Man (1850) describes Jews’ ugly features
influenced by the African character of the Jew. He ends his discussion with the assertion
that the Jewish face can never be perfectly beautiful (Jacobson, 1998). Eugenicist science
was critical to understanding the racial place of groups and questioning whether certain
groups, such as Jews, should be included in the White race.

Courts and the Legal Construction of Race
Between the 1870s and 1920s the courts generated their own understanding of
race, a way of determining who was White that drew from scientific doctrine, popular
understanding, historical reasoning as to a group’s place in world events, “common
sense” notions of color, geographic conceptions of the world’s peoples, and legal
precedents (Haney-Lopez, 1996). Although courts used all of these methods in
determining the racial places of various groups, classificatory science jostled with
“common sense” as the most often used methods in ascertaining a person’s racial station
(Ferrante & Brown, 2000; Haney-Lopez, 1996; Jacobson, 1998;)
Jacobson (1998) contends that nativists who subscribed to the idea of AngloSaxon supremacy challenged the idea that all Europeans could make good citizens and
should enjoy the benefits of citizenship. Anglo-Saxon supremacy, always an ideology in
the United States, held that Anglo-Saxon Protestants of Northwest Europe were the
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superior groups throughout human history. The proponents of this ideology asserted that
the “founding fathers” of this nation had been Anglo-Saxon Protestants and that the new
European immigrants were not worthy (or capable) of carrying on such a heritage.
There had always been those who had seen the English as superior, even among
Europeans, such as Benjamin Franklin who felt that Germans would change the “racial”
composition of the English colonies (Jacobson, 1998). The post-Civil War era, however,
saw an increase in the number of powerful individuals who held this belief (Smedley,
1998). It should not be surprising to the reader that science was beginning to question the
racial abilities of Eastern and Southern Europeans at the moment that Anglo-Saxon
supremacy took hold in this country.
Jacobson (1998) contends that the 1877 decision of the Saratoga hotel to bar
prominent Jews from staying there was critical to the expansion of non-White and offWhite categories in the United States. Though Jews had been racialized as the “other” in
Europe during this era and were periodically the victims of anti-Semitism in the United
States, they were relatively accepted in the United States (Jaher, 1995). After the 1877
incident, many white Americans would question the assimilative and racial capabilities of
Jews as well as other Eastern and Southern Europeans. The waves of poor, Yiddish¬
speaking Eastern European Jewish immigrants during the late 19th century would
precipitate the questioning of their differences and these questions would be cast in racial
terms (Ignatiev, 1995).
While some questioned the ability of Southern and Eastern Europeans to
assimilate, the notion of pan-European American solidarity remained an ideology in U.S.
political culture during the late 19th century. Frontier clashes with Native Americans and
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Mexicans, conflicts over the future of biracial South and the question of the Chinese
divided the polity between the idea of a racially dominant group that included all
Europeans and those who wanted to differentiate Anglo-Saxons from other European
ethnic groups. The groups that were ultimately racialized as non-White (Native
Americans, Mexicans, African Americans and Asian Americans) were in the public
mind, thereby taking the racial spotlight from the new European ethnics. Moreover,
European ethnics, such as the Irish, aggressively struggled for inclusion in an American
notion of whiteness (Ignatiev 1995).
In the late 19

th

and early 20

century, American imperialism and aggression in

numerous countries increased. Cuba, Puerto Rico and the Philippines gained their
independence from Spain, only to become formally or informally colonized by the United
States (Takaki, 1993; Zinn 1992). As with Mexico in the mid-19th century, colonialism
and the fact that they were Spanish-speaking influenced how the citizens of these nations
were rendered non-White in the minds of White Americans (Zinn, 1992). Because of the
pressing matters of colonialism, the battle among scientists, legislators and the general
public about the racial place of these new European immigrants was of secondary
importance (Jacobson, 1998).
The marriage of scientific study of race with the political concerns over the
massive influx of Southern and Eastern Europeans during the late 19th century meant that
European class and ethnic divisions were beginning to be racialized (Jacobson, 1998;
Smedley, 1998). This racialization, though, depended on context. European ethnics were
becoming less White in immigration debates because Anglo-Saxons did not want these
groups “invading” this country. On the other hand, these groups were seen as White in
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naturalization debates because of the push from non-White groups for the rights of
citizenship (Haney-Lopez, 1996; Jacobson, 1998). The racialization of Eastern and
Southern Europeans depended on the contradictory needs of various White elites in this
country.
Smedley (1998) contends that this intra-European racism was most difficult on
Jews, a targeted ethno-religious group, who had historically been defined as racially
inferior in Europe. Religion was seen as a function of race during this era. Anglo-Saxons
would argue that a degraded European ethnic group was ill-suited to Protestantism,
adding to the group’s inferiority (Jacobson, 1998). European Catholics and Jews,
perpetually outsiders in the Protestant United States although White, began to see their
allegiances questioned and their ability to self-govem doubted by Anglo-Saxon
Protestants. While White Protestants throughout United States history had scorned these
groups, anti-Catholic and anti-Jewish prejudice was sometimes cast in racial terms
(Brodkin, 1998).
Jacobson (1998) acknowledges that all European ethnic groups have not been
oppressed in the same manner as people of color in the United States and also notes that
what we now call “ethnic groups” of the White race were on the verge of being seen as
major racial divisions. In other words, Hebrews, Slavs, and Mediterraneans were at times
seen as distinct racial groups. These distinctions would be as important as today’s
understanding of White, Black, and Asian. In 1911, volume nine of the Dillingham
Commission’s Report on Immigration, “A Dictionary of Races or Peoples” endorsed a
five tier racial hierarchy: Caucasian, Ethiopian, Malay, Mongolian, and American. Most
importantly for this discussion, Europeans were being differentiated within the term

23

“Caucasian.” In fact, the Dillingham Commission recognized 45 races among immigrants
coming to the United States, and of those, 36 were indigenous to Europe (Jacobson,
1998).
The Dictionary of Races or Peoples (Dillingham Commission, 1911) defined
Caucasian as including “all races, which, although dark in color or aberrant in other
directions, are, when considered from all points of view, felt to be more like the white
race than like any of the other four races” (Jacobson, 1998, p. 117). This definition does
not sound like a clarion call for White supremacy. To paraphrase Orwell (1945) in
Animal Farm, all Whites might have been equal but some were more equal than others.
The Johnson Act of 1924, though, would institutionalize these differences among
Europeans.
The Johnson Act of 1924, which severely limited the immigration of Eastern and
Southern Europeans to the United States and prohibited any Asian immigration,
institutionalized the variegated understanding of citizenship and race that had steadily
gained currency since the 1840s (Takaki, 1993). The act established a quota system based
on 2% of each European group’s population according to the 1890 Census, just prior to
the massive Eastern European Jewish immigration. This quota was intended to curb the
number of non-Anglo-Saxon Europeans allowed to enter this country. The act was
intended to bring immigrants who most closely resembled those who originally colonized
the United States (Jacobson, 1998).
Those who viewed the European ethnics as able to assimilate mounted
considerable opposition to the Act. These critics embraced exclusion as an acceptable
tradition in United States politics; they simply questioned the criteria by which groups
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were targets of exclusion (Jacobson, 1998). These critics never questioned the exclusion
of Asians from the United States. They argued unsuccessfully for a pan-European right to
citizenship; 1924 was the high-water mark of the regime of Anglo-Saxonism, but the
Johnson Act laid the way for reinstatement of a monolithic whiteness.
World War II: The Color Line Redrawn and the Solidification of the White Race
Jacobson (1998) argues that the passage of the 1924 Johnson Act curbing
immigration from Eastern and Southern Europe marked the pinnacle of intra-European
racial difference. For instance, the 1930 U.S. Census distinguished native Whites’
parentage in order to distinguish Southern and Eastern Europeans from Northwestern
Europeans (Brodkin, 1998). Government officials assumed that native Whites with
immigrant parents were more likely to be Eastern and/or Southern European.
In contrast, scholarly journals of the time began to question the belief that there
were distinct European races. Race, they stated, included the major divisions of
humankind; European differences (i.e., Hebrew, Mediterranean) were merely different
ethnicities and the overarching term “Caucasian” included all of these variations
(Jacobson, 1998). As with the critics of the Johnson Act, scientists and researchers did
not question dividing humankind into groups; the group known as White simply had to
include all Europeans.
Jacobson (1998) contends that most Southern and Eastern Europeans became
conclusively, certifiably, and scientifically White during the 1920s and 1930s. By
becoming “Caucasians,” and not just “White,” which typically meant that they
represented a kind of probationary whiteness, these European ethnics became undeniably
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part of the White community. Jews, however, would not see their status as racial “others”
change until World War II (Brodkin, 1998).
Omi and Winant (1994) contend that the selection of particular human features for
purposes of racial signification is a social and historical process. The inclusion of nonAnglo-Saxon Europeans into a conclusively White category demonstrates the truth of this
statement. Because of African-based slavery, skin color had always played a major role
in constructing race in this country. Other features, though, were used to differentiate the
Irish, Italian and Jew from English Americans during the late 19th and early 20th century
(Jacobson, 1998). Beginning in the 1920s, skin color again would be used to racialize
groups. The change would make race a preeminently political phenomenon, as the groups
classified as non-White would begin to agitate for civil and human rights (Omi &
Winant, 1994).
Three important circumstances occurred to ensure that skin color would be the
characteristic through which people would differentiate race, thus eroding the
“differences” among White races (Jacobson, 1998). The Johnson Act reduced the “threat”
posed by so-called inferior White races; the act ensured that American white privilege
would become more significant than European racial distinctions. Secondly, Jim Crow
and the massive migrations of African Americans to the North nationalized Black issues
as the pressing racial issue (Smedley, 1998). Lastly, events in Nazi Germany would exert
a powerful influence on public opinion about White racial differences (Jacobson, 1998).
These historical events helped ensure that skin color, not European ethnicity or national
origin, would conclusively be the arbiter of racial difference in the United States.
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Because the American system of whiteness included all European, differences
that were important in Europe, such as religion, would not keep Catholic or Jewish
groups from entering the racially dominant group and enjoying the privileges that came
with being seen as White. However, ethnic and religious discrimination would still affect
those in the White community. In other words, oppression would be a part of certain
groups’ experience in this country, regardless of racial status.
Judaism/Jewishness as “Other” in the United States
Although this dissertation is concerned with the Ashkenazi Jewish experience in
this country, the United States Jewish story begins with the Sephardim or Spanish Jewry
(Eisen, 1983). In the late 16

century, hundreds of Dutch Sephardic Jews fled the colony

of Recife in Brazil after Portugal re-conquered the colony in 1654. Once it became clear
that the Portuguese controlled the colony and that Jews would lose the freedom they had
enjoyed under Dutch rule, its Jewish residents fled. A boatload of 23 Jews sailed into the
Dutch port of New Amsterdam and requested to stay. Although the governor of the
colony, Peter Stuyvesant, initially did not want the Jews to remain in the colony, he was
forced to accept the new residents because of the economic needs of New Amsterdam.
By the eve of the American Revolution, there were only 1,000 Dutch and English
Sephardic Jews living in five areas: New York, Philadelphia, Charleston, Savannah, and
Newport. Sephardic Jews lived in these cosmopolitan cities because opportunities for
commerce and trading abounded and a relative tolerance for different religions existed.
All of these areas allowed a certain level of freedom of worship while providing trading
opportunities (Jaher, 1995). In some areas, Jews were allowed to become citizens of the
colony, but other colonies forbade it. Although Jews were generally barred from
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practicing law and other vocations, the basic citizenship rights (e.g., voting) were granted
to most Jews, thus the Jewish community did not press for change (Sachar, 1992).
During the mid-19

century, significant numbers of German Ashkenazi Jews

arrived in the United States. Whereas the first census in 1790 showed only about 2,000
Jews in the United States, this number increased to about 250,000 by 1880 (Sachar,
1992). The German Jews were mostly peddlers and came as United States citizens were
moving westward and colonizing the entire continent. The German Jewish immigrants
were carried far from the ports of entry. In the rapidly growing communities of the MidWest, far West and the South, many of these immigrants made the transition from peddler
to prosperous merchant with extraordinary swiftness (McWilliams, 1948).
One of the similarities between the earlier Sephardic communities and these
newer Ashkenazi immigrants was the level of inclusion they enjoyed in White society. In
order to blend into the dominant community, Jews tended to change their habits of dress,
their language, their dietary and leisure practices, and even their modes of worship to
conform to American society (Sachar, 1992). They described themselves as a religious
community and were seen as religiously different because they felt such a description
would ease their adaptation to a country that claimed to respect religious diversity
(Lemish, 1981; Neusner, 2003). During this era many Jews assimilated by marrying into
prominent Gentile families; the Jewish spouses generally adopted the Protestant faith of
the spouse (Jaher, 1995). Jews were accepted as long as they imitated Anglo-Saxons in
order to assimilate to the larger White society.
The major Jewish immigration took place chiefly between 1880 and 1914. Most
of the Ashkenazi Jews in this country are descended from this largest group. These were
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Eastern European Ashkenazi Jews, the largest of the three waves of Jewish immigration,
and consisted of Jews from Russia, Poland and other territories ruled by Czarist Russia
and from certain sections of the Austro-Hungarian Empire (Hertzberg, 1989). In these
areas, a series of pogroms and anti-Jewish decrees precipitated a wave of Jewish
immigration to the United States in 1881. While a quarter of a million Jews lived in the
United States in 1880, more than two million Jews came between 1881 and the beginning
of World War I (Sachar, 1992). These Jewish immigrants represented 15% of all of
European Jewry and 8% of all immigrants to the United States during this time.
The Eastern European immigrants were poor, neither educated nor worldly,
Yiddish speaking and more religiously orthodox than earlier Sephardic and German
Jewish immigrants (Dinnerstein, 1994). Before immigrating to America, life for the
Eastern European Jew was oppressive. These Jews were subject to the tyranny of the
Czars, lived under conditions of extreme poverty and persecution, were harassed by
officials, and were helpless before the physical violence of the Christian peasants around
them (Sachar, 1992). Most of these Eastern European Jews, unlike the central European
Jewish immigrants to the United States, had lived in smaller, segregated communities
(Wistrich, 1993). Thus, generations of degradation and poverty inevitably made the
Eastern European Jews seem strange and unfamiliar when compared to the earlier Jewish
immigrants to this country.
In beginning to comprehend the identity struggles that many Ashkenazi Jews face
in this country, it is critical to note the historical treatment of Jews throughout history. In
Europe, where most of the Jewish immigrants came from, Jews had been the primary
target of oppression. Jews were the main “other” in discussion of European identity. They
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were stereotyped as the ultimate parasites on society and economic exploiters, performing
no useful function but to draw the “blood” of hard-working Christians (Sachar, 1992). In
European nations, Jews were often unfavorably compared to Christian citizens of the
nations to demonstrate the Christians’ superiority. Anti-Semitism had occurred for
millennia throughout the diaspora in many forms, including oppression, discrimination,
segregation, pogroms and genocide. Thus, Jews came to this country with a long memory
of discrimination.
The United States, as discussed in the section on whiteness, was different from
Europe. Africans and Native Americans were seen as the primary “others” of the new
country. The previous section of this chapter demonstrated that the groups that were
colonized and enslaved were those that were ultimately deemed racially inferior. Suffice
it to say that racial lines were drawn differently in this country (Langman, 1999).
European Jews fell on the privileged side of the racial binary line in the United States. In
this country, the presence of Jews did not cause national crises; the existence of Africans
and Native Americans did that here.
While Jews were not excluded from the larger colonist community because of the
needs of the new colonies, their treatment was contradictory. While Jews could not hold
public office in many colonies because they could not swear to the divinity of Jesus on
the Christian Bible (Broun & Britt, 1974), they were not economically disenfranchised in
the colonies. Similar to Holland and other European nations of the time, the colonies
needed the skills and assets of Jews. Because of this need, McWilliams (1948) contends
that Jews could not be racialized in the same manner as Africans. Moreover, the
stereotypes held against Jews were very different from those against African and Native
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Americans. Europeans knew Jews; they had been the primary “other” in Europe (West,
1996). Jew-hatred, though, held that Jews were too intelligent. In this land, those who
were racialized as non-White were seen as less intelligent; hence, Jews could not be
racialized in the same manner.
Although Jews entered this country as “uncolored,” Jews were not fully accepted
in the United States (Feldman, 1996). Jews entered this country as the only non-Christian
European group. Although other groups were constructed as the most visible “Other,”
non-Christians were seen as interlopers and outsiders (Kaye/Kantrowitz, 1990). People
whose sense of self was inextricably linked to Protestantism colonized this country; a
deep-rooted consciousness of the nation’s Anglo-Saxon and Protestant origins permeated
all United States institutions (Steinberg, 1989).
Although colonists came to this country to start anew, the Christian European
colonists came here with the anti-Semitism they had learned in their countries of origin
and a contradictory Christian sense of Jews as the “people of the Book.” Dinnerstein
(1994) explains that European Christians imported anti-Semitism to the United States and
that this imported hatred played a part throughout American history. Jaher (1996) asserts
that, though there was not a religiously-based government and no feudal tradition, antiSemitism has been introduced from Europe and has been surprisingly virulent at some
stages in United States history. One finds throughout United States history a hatred of
Jews from Christian European immigrants.
Characterization of Difference
In the United States, Jewish difference has primarily been conceptualized in three
ways. Jews have been seen as religiously different, namely as non-Christians;
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economically suspect; and racially questionable. No matter whether it was by economics,
racial language, religion or social discrimination, Jews have been seen as the “Other” in
the United States (Jaher, 1996). As with legal, political and economic mechanisms in
relation to race, the following constructed Jews as essentially different from Gentiles.
These mechanisms served to show that Jews were singularly different from Christians.
Religious difference, economic discrimination, social discrimination and racializing
language came together throughout United States history to make Jews into an American
“Other.”
Religion
Religion was the primary manner in which groups were differentiated during the
first wave of Jewish immigration in the colonial period and to the early republic (Omi &
Winant, 1994). Being Christian, and specifically Protestant, was the characteristic that the
English colonists identified with most strongly. Non-Christians, including Africans,
Native Americans and Jews, were seen as unalterably dissimilar. Terms, such as
“heathen” and “infidel,” meant that someone was essentially different from the dominant
group and could never be seen as a member of the majority. Stereotypes regarding a
group’s worthiness in the eyes of the Christian god were meant to justify and maintain a
group’s marginal status in a (mainly) Protestant society (Feldman, 1998). Religion was
the marker in which the colonists marked the “Other.”
Beginning in the colonial period and continuing throughout United States history,
Jews have been seen as a religiously different community, who stubbornly refuse to
accept Christ as the Messiah (Broun & Britt, 1974). During the colonial era, though, this
difference meant something more fundamental than it does today. Being Christian was
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the major mode of identification in the colonies, thus non-Christians could not be
members of the privileged group in the colonies. Jews were legally disenfranchised
during the colonial era because they were not Christians (Hertzberg, 1989). As nonChristians, Jews were outside the bounds of citizenship in the colonies.
Jacobson (1998) states that from the colonial era until the second half of the 19th
century, Jews were oppressed for being religious minorities. Religious discrimination
imported by the European Christian colonists played a role in early anti-Semitic
outbursts, such as Jewish disenfranchisement by the New York Assembly in 1737 or the
resistance to a planned expansion of a Jewish cemetery in 1770 by Savannah freeholders
(Dinnerstein, 1994).
Because of religious discrimination, most colonies placed limits on rights and
duties of citizenship for Jews, including voting. Jews were generally barred from holding
office, serving on juries and voting because the law specifically enfranchised Christians
only (Sachar, 1992). Jaher (1996) states that political officials had to proclaim the
divinity of Jesus in Pennsylvania and that Jews could not vote or hold governmental
positions in North Carolina and Virginia because they were not Christian.
While non-Protestant Christians were sometimes included in these prohibitions,
Jews always suffered from religious restrictions because they were not Christians. An
example of a serious legal case of purely religious anti-Semitism that demonstrates the
situation of Jews in the colonies occurred in the Catholic colony of Maryland in 1658.
The Act Concerning Religion of 1649, also known as the Toleration Act, gave religious
freedom only to Christians and forbade denial of the divinity of Christ (Dinnerstein,
1994). As United States history shows, Jews were religiously oppressed in Maryland well
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into the 19th century. Jacob Lumbrozo, the only Jew living in Maryland, was indicted for
blasphemy, which was a capital crime in that colony. He was only granted amnesty and
spared the death penalty when he converted to Christianity (Sachar, 1992).
Economics
While religious difference would continue to play a role in the characterization of
Jewish difference, economic stereotypes replaced Jewish religious distinction as the
United States became a wealthier nation. Jews had been linked in others’ minds with
economics and money for centuries (Yeskel, 1996). In Europe, economic stereotypes
often went hand-in-hand with religious “otherness.” Because of Christian prohibitions
against money-lending, Jews were allowed to fill a degraded economic role. With these
tasks, the modem image of the Jew became one that stated that Jews were the economic
“other”: greedy skinflint, rapacious financier, parasitical and productive speculator,
upstart millionaire, extortionate moneylender, sneaky trader, scurvy second-hand clothing
dealer, and devourer of wealth. Jews were seen as “Shylocks” or economic exploiters,
never to be trusted (Albrecht, 1996).
Economic stereotypes and discrimination against Jews increased in the 1840s, a
time when political religious discrimination was lessening for non-Protestants. As the
advent of capitalism began in this country, two sets of forces bitterly opposed to these
economic transformations made use of anti-Semitic imagery and rhetoric (Dinnerstein,
1994). The first of these consisted of Western and Southern farmers who were opposed to
the changes linked to industrial development. The other group consisted of old-money
New England families whose status was being threatened by the nouveau riche of the
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industrial order. Both of these groups, immeasurably different from one another, saw
Jews as representative of the supposed changes in the United States.
Economic impressions of Jews worsened considerably between 1840 and 1865
(Barkai, 1994). As German Jewish immigration increased and the country began to
embrace the ideals of capitalism, Jews began to be seen as deceitful in terms of money
and gauche in terms of showing off wealth (Cohen, 1984). The stereotype, similar to one
in Europe, of an aggressive Jew, climbing the social ladder and flaunting material success
in flamboyant opulence, rapidly became an anti-Semitic convention (Jaher, 1995). As the
economy began to be no longer agrarian-based, there was a backlash against the nascent
capitalist ideas. Once German Jews began to compete with Gentiles economically, the
aforementioned stereotype proliferated and economic discrimination began. The
appreciable immigration of Jews in 1840s, coupled with rising success of assimilated and
educated Jews, precipitated a significant rise in economic anti-Semitism (Dinnerstein,
1994; Selzer, 1972).
The United States witnessed the emergence of full-fledged economic antiSemitism from the end of the Civil War to the beginning of the 20th century (Dinnerstein,
1974). On December 17, 1862, Ulysses Grant issued General Order No. 11 in which Jews
were given 24 hours to leave Tennessee. Grant believed that Jewish peddlers were
profiting from the war unfairly, based on the stereotype of the greedy Jew unfairly
making money on the backs of others. Fortunately, Lincoln rescinded those orders before
they were carried out. Grant’s orders were one of the most well publicized attempted
official violations of the rights of Jews in the nation (Jaher, 1995).
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During the latter part of the 19th century, economic stereotypes led some
industrialists to begin to question the Jews’ place in the upper classes. By the 1870s, the
clear line that had distinguished Jewish and non-Jewish social circles began to grow less
distinct. Jewish immigrants and their children were beginning to attain a level of wealth
and social prominence that brought them into closer contact with non-Jewish Whites. The
blurring of social boundaries created a feeling of uncertainty and uneasiness on the part
of both Jews and Gentiles (Sachar, 1992). For some non-Jews, social discrimination that
arose from economic stereotypes became a way of preserving their own claims to
membership to elite society. The late 19

century saw a growing number of resorts and

public accommodations closed to Jews due to the demands of non-Jewish customers,
while elite schools, colleges, clubs, lodges and other social and civic organizations that
had once admitted Jews began to exclude them (Dinnerstein, 1994; Sachar, 1992).
A decade after the Civil War, the United States was undergoing a huge industrial
transformation (Zinn, 1992). Reconstruction, the post-Civil War attempt to assist the
freed slaves in gaining political equity in the defeated South, was dismantled and Jim
Crow, the legal system that was created to enforce racial segregation, disenfranchised the
newly freed slaves (Mills, 1998). Two important things were also happening that would
impact the lives of Jews in this country: Jews were poised to enter the elite Protestant
world in terms of schooling, employment and housing, and a large number of Eastern
European Jews began immigrating to this country (Dinnerstein, 1994). These two
historical events served to turn the cultural anti-Semitic feeling into flagrant anti-Semitic
discrimination (Singerman, 1986). Thus, Jews began to be excluded from the institutions
representing the owning classes in America.
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Economic stereotypes of Jews flourished as the specter of Communism and
Socialism threatened the livelihood of capitalists after the Russian Revolution; Russian
immigrant Jews were seen as the controlling force behind these movements. Jews were
used as scapegoats and blamed for attempting to bring about a world economic
revolution. Leaders of industry became obsessed with the role Jews were playing in the
downfall of capitalism, blaming them for stirring up the working masses (Bendersky,
2001). Henry Ford, the automobile mogul, became the most public industrialist to
challenge Jews’ supposed dominance in economic affairs (Dinnerstein, 1994).
Social
After these high-profile events, America’s old and new upper classes began to
disassociate themselves from Jews. Within the next decade, gentlemen’s clubs, exclusive
resorts, colleges and private schools began to bar Jews. In 1879, the Elite Directory of
San Francisco included both a “Christian Calling and Address List” and a “Jewish List.”
By the 1880s social discrimination was evident throughout elite society (Dinnerstein,
1994). Even someone as assimilated and successful as Louis Brandeis, the future
Supreme Court justice, was ostracized socially for being Jewish.
During this era, Jews were scapegoated for exploiting money in the new capitalist
economy. Social discrimination was a tool to tell Jews that no matter how much money
they earned, they would never become part of elite society in the United States (Kaplan,
1998). Social discrimination became a self-fulfilling prophecy: Jews were chastised for
being clannish and remaining distant from Gentiles, yet the social exclusion served to
distance Gentiles from Jews. In order to make their wealth seem exclusive, the wealthy
did not want to be in contact with Jews. Although Jews had done everything in their
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power to emulate Gentiles, including importing a brand of German Reform Judaism that
resembled Protestantism in order to assimilate, they were criticized for partaking in the
new economic order and were told that they were not wanted.
Social discrimination soon began to affect Jews’ ability to live in certain
neighborhoods. Few people realize that residential covenants, “promises” to keep certain
racial ethnic groups out of a neighborhood, fell with equal severity on African Americans
and Jews. This factor held considerable weight in rallying Jews to support the NAACP’s
successful 1917 effort before the Supreme Court in Buchanan v. Warley to outlaw
municipally enforced residential apartheid (Broun & Britt, 1974). Jewish Americans were
routinely barred from renting or buying real estate in certain neighborhoods whose
residents had signed such a “restrictive covenant.” The reason that there are several
upper-middle-class Jewish communities is due to these covenants.
Higher Education Quotas for Jews
One particular anti-Semitic institutional barrier facing Jews was the educational
quota, limiting Jewish access to elite schools, colleges and professional schools
(Hertzberg, 1989). Anti-Semitic patterns set by the elite schools made anti-Semitism
acceptable, and made the aura of exclusivity a desirable commodity for college-seeking
clientele (Steinberg, 1989). Before the quotas were instituted, Jewish college students
entered a contested terrain in which the elite social mission was under challenge by a
newer professional training mission. Institutions of higher learning were places in which
Christian men, and subsequently women, learned how to take their rightful place in elite
society. College education was changing from a Christian gentleman’s bastion to a
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training ground for the middle-class professionals needed by an industrial economy
(Oren, 2000). Occupational training was precisely what drew Jews to college.
The Protestant elite that primarily attended college, though, complained that Jews
were unwashed, uncouth, unrefined, loud and pushy (Sanua, 2003). Harvard President, A.
Lawrence Lowell, also a Vice President of the nativist Immigration Restriction League,
openly opposed Jews at Harvard. He summoned a meeting of faculty and admissions
committee officials to confront the “Jewish problem” at Harvard (Dinnerstein, 1994).
Soon after this meeting, the Seven Sisters as well as the Ivy League schools developed a
reputation of flagrant discrimination against Jews. In addition, fear that colleges might be
“overrun” by Jews was publicly expressed at a 1918 meeting of the Association of New
England Deans (Steinberg, 1989).
Although few schools openly admitted that they discriminated against Jews, a
“quota system” was instituted at many colleges and universities to keep the number of
Jewish students low (Oren, 2000). Moreover, those institutions that did not want to be
seen as openly discriminatory created a system of “geographic diversity” in which
students from the West and South were recruited to attend; this was expected to limit the
number of Jews in the belief that Jews clustered in Northeastern cities (Steinberg, 1989).
Once those few Jewish students did arrive at institutions of higher education, they
were ostracized from the rest of the student body (Sanua, 2003). Fraternities, sororities
and secret societies were usually closed to Jews (Dinnerstein, 1994). In some institutions,
yearbook pictures of Jewish students often appeared on perforated pages to enable
classmates to remove them. Jewish students lived in separate residence halls so they
would not “bother” White Christian students (Oren, 2000).
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Jewish students were barred from the literary societies (such as Oscar Straus, later
Secretary of Commerce during Teddy Roosevelt’s administration) and fraternities (such
as Bernard Baruch, financier). Jews were victims of slurs, social aloofness, exclusion
from honorary fraternities, glee clubs, management of social organizations,
discrimination in campus politics, exclusion of Jewish fraternities from inter-fraternity
boards, offensive jokes in student publications and drama productions and general
unfriendliness (McWilliams, 1948).
In addition to undergraduate institutions, professional schools discriminated
against Jewish students. Law schools and medical schools generally had a quota for the
number of Jews admitted. By the 1930s, quotas in medical schools and law schools kept
the number of Jewish lawyers and doctors quite low (McWilliams, 1948). If Jewish
students did attend these professional schools, they were hindered by vocational
discrimination once they graduated.
Because Jews had great difficulty in gaining admission to the institutions of
higher learning, their opportunities for legal and medical training were limited. In
addition, banking, engineering and teaching were closed to all but a few and the quasi¬
public service corporations vigorously excluded Jews. By 1934 racial and religious
quotas were embedded in the structure of a large number of American educational,
financial, social and industrial institutions.
Employment
Similar to higher education quotas, white-collar areas of employment were
affected by anti-Semitic discrimination (Sachar, 1992). This pattern of discrimination
became institutionalized during the period between World Wars I and II. Physicians were
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hindered by the lack of hospitals that would allow a Jew to be associated with the medical
establishment. Jewish law students faced a “wall of resistance” from law firms and state
bars when they graduated. Sachar (1992) even goes as far as to state that a Jew practicing
law during this period was on a “dignified road to starvation” (p. 430). Advancement for
Jewish faculty was also hindered by anti-Semitic prejudices.
Employment in the corporate sector was also barred to Jews by the 1930s
(Zweigenhaft & Domhoff, 1998). Newspapers of the day openly advertised for
companies that wanted Christians only. Anti-immigrant racist and anti-Semitic barriers
kept the Jewish middle-class confined to a small number of occupations (Brodkin, 1998).
Jews were concentrated in small businesses and in professions where they served a
largely Jewish clientele. This period represented the only time in United States history in
which there was a threat to Jewish economic survival. Sachar (1992) and Langman
(1998) comment that impediments to Jewish career advancement lingered well into the
1960s.
Racialization of Jews
Most importantly for this research, though, is the fact that Jews have long been
referred to as a race in Western societies. According to researchers, racial terminology
was applied to Jews as early as the 15th century, when the Purity of Blood Statutes were
enacted by the Spanish and Portuguese to restrict converted (“new”) Christians with
Jewish ancestors from holding certain privileges (Singerman, 1986; Smedley, 1998).
Because Jewish “blood” was different, “new” Christians, who attempted to gain the
privileges of Christianity by baptism, could not become Christians through conversion.
In other words, Jews were unalterably different. By the mid-19
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century, the racial

terminology of “Aryan” and “Semite” had become orthodoxy of racial science in Europe
(Gould, 1981).
In the United States, however, where racial theories grew in response to a history
of colonization, slavery and westward colonialism, Jews did not become the primary
focus of racial discourse. However, the perception of a distinctly racial Jewishness
coincided with three developments between the 1870s and the early 20th century: the rise
of the racial pseudo-sciences, the rise of discriminatory anti-Semitism in the United
States, and the waves of Eastern European Jewish immigration to this country (Higham,
1965). The racial Otherness of Jews was framed by an essentializing racist scientific
discourse and a set of social practices, including hiring and admissions practices, and the
barring of Jews from various social settings (Jacobson, 1998). This coincidence of
scientific racism, discriminatory practice, and the popular expression of racial Jewishness
during this era ensured that Jewish difference would be seen as essential, immutable, and
a fact of nature. Although similar to centuries-old religious Jew-hatred, anti-Semitism
became a “fact” of science and thus took on new significance (Azoulay, 1998).
During the late 19th century, science provided the economic and religious
stereotypes’ new justification: Jews were intrinsically different from White Christians
(Jacobson, 1998). Racializing Jews was a way of essentializing and arguing that the
“other” could never become “us” through conversion, assimilation or wealth. Thus, Jews
began to hold a racially ambiguous place in society and were the targets of race hatred
that continues in White Supremacist discourse to this day. Jews were seen as African,
Asian, Semitic and an invisible “not quite White” race (Brodkin, 1998; Singerman,
1986).
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The overt depictions of the Jew as a racial “other” rose sharply only after
Reconstruction, particularly as Eastern European Jewish immigration figures climbed in
the decades following the Russia’s May Laws of 1881 (Gilman, 1996). As the Eastern
European Jews entered this country in greater numbers, a post-Reconstruction racial
identity crisis in the United States arose in which Whites began to question the racial
qualification of the former slaves and the new immigrants. Nativism, the idea that the
United States should remain White and Anglo-Saxon Protestant, became a staple in
public thought. Mass immigration, social discrimination and racialist science worked in
tandem to generate the racist view of Jews.
Although given many political, legal, and economic rights previously not
available to them in Europe, Jews were increasingly seen as simultaneously a religious
group and a racial group (in their case as “Orientals,” Semites or Hebrews) in the late 19th
th

century and the early 20 century. However, there were worries where the Jews would
“fit” into the new European nationalism (Farber & Waxman, 1999). Just as the plunder of
exploration and slavery formed the context within which Africans became “known” to
Western science, so too Jewish emancipation, debates over citizenship, and the
emergence of modem nationalism formed the context within which science
comprehended “the Jewish race.” (Gilman, 1991)
The Holocaust and its Impact on the United States
Dinnerstein (1994) holds that a number of factors worked together to make nonJews in the United States more tolerant of Jews, including the knowledge that six million
Jews had perished in the Holocaust. Weinberg (1986) asserts that Hitler’s planned
extermination of European Jewry had a profound effect on the citizens of the United
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States. Because of the sheer number of Jews who perished, anti-Semitism in the U.S.
abated and European Jewish difference was re-conceptualized yet again. After World
War II, Jews of European ancestry found themselves more accepted than they had been in
a long time in this country (Jacobson, 1998).
Nativism and anti-Semitism played roles in the United States’ inaction regarding
the fate of European Jews (Dinnerstein, 1994). As stated previously, the United States,
between and during the world wars, was a rabidly anti-Semitic country. The passage of
the Johnson Act of 1924, which set rigid quotas by country of origin with a particular
bias against Eastern and Southern Europe, was aimed at excluding as many Jews as
possible. Moreover, a xenophobic climate of opinion in the aftermath of the First World
War had favored the creation of large number of anti-Semitic organizations (Wyman,
1984). Particularly worrisome for Jews in the United States was the developing link
between powerful isolationist currents and anti-Jewish sentiments as World War II
approached.
Bendersky (2001) argues that the prevailing anti-Semitic climate inhibited the
willingness of most Jews in the United States to lobby the Roosevelt administration to
change U.S. policy in the face of the Holocaust. American Jewry was shaken by the steep
rise in anti-Semitism in this country. Many Jews felt insecure about their own position
and rights in this country. Hence, they were reluctant to speak up for fear that their own
loyalties would be questioned and the wrath of the Christian world might be stirred up.
The American Jewish community was far from monolithic. Indeed, never had its
internal ideological and political divisions seemed greater than prior to and during World
War II. Dinnerstein (1994) contends that the Jewish communities in this nation came
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together in a unified manner to fight bigotry only after the war because of the tragic
consequences of this lack of unity on saving the lives of European Jews. The bonds of
religious and ethnic solidarity had been eroded considerably by securalization and
assimilation to life in the United States. Jews in this country, because of the social
climate of the nation, wanted to prove their patriotism to the United States. Responses of
Jews in the United States to the Holocaust were very much shaped by their acculturation
in that more Americanized Jews tended to marginalize or underestimate the scale of the
disaster. American Jews were also afraid that further immigration of Jews from Europe
would rouse anti-Semitism in this country. Given that most American Jewish
organizations were headed by assimilated descendants of the German Jewish immigrants
of the mid-19th century, it is not surprising that many U.S. Jewish organizations did little
to save European Jews.
The Holocaust played a pivotal role in the acceptance of Jews in the United
States. The slaughter of one-third of world Jewry, and the indifference of the United
States to this tragedy, changed how Jews were treated. Almost overnight, it became
socially unfashionable to express anti-Jewish views in public. The same polls that found
rising rates of anti-Semitic responses between 1940 and 1946 traced a sharp decline
thereafter (Dinnerstein, 1994). Within 20 years, most of the vestiges of institutional
discrimination against Jews, such as higher education quotas and employment
discrimination, had disappeared (Sachar, 1992). The collective shame and guilt of nonJews in this country forced anti-Semitism underground.
Moreover, Judaism acquired a new respectability in U.S. society, achieving near
parity with Protestantism and Catholicism in discussions of religion in mid-20th century
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America. As Brodkin (1998) asserts, Ashkenazi Jews conclusively entered the privileged
White group after World War II. Jews, particularly those from Central Europe, were
being appreciated in this country by the elite White Anglo-Saxon Protestants who had
long governed this nation.
It is important to note that anti-Semitism did not disappear from the American
scene, as the taped conversation of Richard Nixon and Billy Graham demonstrate
(Kushner & Solomon, 2003). Anti-Semitism reared its head in subtle ways, such as the
linkage between foreigners and Communists during the McCarthy Communist trials of
the 1950s (Bendersky, 2001). Hatred of Jews, though, had to remain covert, undetectable,
and confined to the private arena.
Although each form of anti-Semitism was presented in this history as separate,
anti-Semitism in this country has been cumulative, in that each means of Jewish
difference interacted with each other and added a new dimension to the hatred of Jews.
Jewish difference in the United States has been variously characterized as economic,
religious and racial. The conceptualization was based on the recently-arrived Jewish
immigrant groups, their corresponding numbers, and the economic milieu of the nation.
Jews suffered discrimination on a number of fronts. They have been seen as religious,
economic, social and racial “Others.”
Many White Christian elites who saw Jews as economic parasites on society
during the late 19th century also saw them as racially different (Baldwin, 2001). Social
discrimination was a way to ensure that Jews would not become more economically
successful (McWilliams, 1948). Economic myths arose from the religious “otherness”
that Jews represented in a Christian culture. Each characteristic of Jewish difference—
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social, religious, racial and economic—intersected so that each means had a role in
ensuring that Jews were seen as the “Other.”
The Intersection of Anti-Semitism and Racism
As has been stated previously, Jews have long been referred to as a race in
Western societies. Racialized, and quasi-racialized, language has been used to describe
Jews and to characterize the Jewish community for over half a millennium, beginning in
the Iberian Peninsula at the end of the 15th century (Hannaford, 1996). By the mid-19th
century, the racial terminology of “Aryan” and “Semite” had become orthodoxy of racial
science in Europe (Gould, 1996; Patai & Patai, 1989). In the United States, however,
where racial theories grew in response to a history of colonization, slavery and westward
colonialism, Jews did not become the primary focus of racial discourse.
As the first segment of this literature review underscored, European Jews entered
this nation positioned on the privileged side of the racial line in the United States.
However, the previous section demonstrates that Jews, as a marginalized group in this
country, were sometimes cast as socially non-White or off-White. Moreover, historically
there was nothing like a consistent racial definition; Jews were seen as Black, Asian,
Semitic and “off-White” (Langman, 1999). Even among those who held that Jews were
White, there was disagreement about whether Jews were racially different and where
Jews were positioned in relationship to other Whites. The downplaying of the physical
aspects of Jewish racial identity went hand in hand with a policy of clarifying that Jews
were still part of the White family of races and racially distinct from other Whites.
Casper Lewis, a professor at Hebrew Union College in 1899 justified Jewish racial
difference while also associating Jews with White supremacy; Max Marcolis, another
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HUC professor, claimed that Jews were not a race in the sense of the Black or Yellow
race, but that Jews were racially peculiar (Effron, 1994). Unfortunately, this historical
and contemporary ambiguity often confuses the manner in which anti-Semitism is
understood as a form of racism.
Because Jewish difference was decisively “de-racialized” as “merely” religious
after World War II, non-Jews often see Judaism only as a religion and thus consider antiSemitism as simple religious bias. This ignores both Jewish history and the meaning of
ethnicity and racialization in Jewish identity (hooks, 1995). Jewish differentiation has
varied because of the ambiguity and complexity of Jewish identity. Thus, Jews will never
be oppressed on one dimension alone (Neusner, 2003; Train, 2001).
Despite the often racialized nature of anti-Semitism, many involved in current
anti-racism work contend that anti-Semitism is not racism and that it is not systemic in
our society (Jacobson, 1998). Some argue that Ashkenazi Jews, who make up the vast
majority of American Jews, are seen as White and members of the power structure, and
thus cannot be victims of racism. These individuals simplistically equate skin color as the
sole indicator of racial difference. While most Ashkenazi Jews would acknowledge what
can be called their “white racial privilege” in a racist society, there continues to be a
powerful racist component in anti-Semitism, and that anti-Semitism must thus be on the
anti-racism agenda (Ackelsberg, 1996; Reed, 1994).
Jews have been the traditional scapegoats for various calamities throughout the
history of the Western world. Indeed, anti-Semitism can be considered the prototype of
racism (Fredrickson, 2001). Although most Jews of Ashkenazi ancestry are now seen as
White, there is a deep connection between White racism and anti-Semitism (Azoulay,
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1998; Barkun, 1997; Langman, 1996). Back and Solomos (2000) emphasize that one of
the most consistent themes that runs through racist discourse is anti-Semitism. Lemer
(1990) contends that anti-Semitism is the oldest form of racism in the Western world.
Several authors affirm that White Supremacist ideology is always anti-Jewish and that
race hatred will never exclude Jews (Daniels, 1997; Ferber, 2001; Lyons, 2003). These
researchers contend that Jews may not have ultimately been constructed as a non-White
race in the United States, but plenty of Jew-haters think of Jews as non-White
(Kaye/Kantrowitz, 1986). Lastly, the idea that Jews are White provides the irony that
Jews, who have a long history of being oppressed by Whites as a non-White “Other,” are
now lumped in with the same Whites who have been their oppressors (Barkan, 1992;
Langman, 1996).
The location in which anti-Semitism and racism exist simultaneously is in White
Supremacist thought. Jews exist in contemporary White Supremacist discourse in
complex and contradictory ways: definitely not White, yet deceptively so to racists
(Ferber, 2002). The issue for White Supremacists is that Jews are a mongrelized mixedrace that is not White but can “pass” as White and can/do infiltrate White communities.
Not surprisingly, Jews are a primary target, indeed a central figure of White Supremacist
discourse
As the previous paragraph reveals, one of the biggest difficulties in discussing
Jewish identity and “place” in the United States is that Jews confound established and
understood notions of ethnic, racial, national or religious identity in this country. Adams
(2000) contends that Jews are not merely a religious group nor are they only an
ethnic/national group. Moreover, although Jews were seen as a racially targeted group in
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Europe, European Jews have “become” White in the United States. Adams captures this
dilemma when she states that “social group designations that reflect either/or categories
of ethnicity, religion, or culture in the United States do not appear to be especially helpful
in understanding the Jews as a diaspora people” (p. 135). Another author sums it up by
contending that Jews are “a religious community, a nation, an ethnic group, [and] a race”
(Petersen, 1997, p. 241). As these authors state, Jewish identity is multidimensional,
consists of a number of factors, and defies distinct social categories.
As stated in an earlier section, the United States is a racialized country, meaning
that race is central to the social structure and one’s life chances (Smedley, 1996). Alba
(1985) contends that in the U.S. construction of race, there is no sharp distinction
between race, national origin and ethnicity. In other words, there is no allowance for the
nuances that may differentiate members of the same racial group. Because of the
multidimensionality of Jewish identity, Jews in this country find themselves in defiance
of United States social categories. Burkin (1982) contends that the language available to
describe Jews racially is not adequate because of the complexity of Jewish identity. Biale
(1998) holds that for all the economic and social benefits whiteness confers, Jews of
European ancestry do not feel the kind of freedom whiteness is supposed to offer.
Kaye/Kantrowitz (1986) wonders if White Christians really include Jews when they use
the term “White.”
Because of the millennia of anti-Semitism experienced by Jews, Gilman (1991)
and Lemer (1990) hold that Jewish history is rife with too much oppression for Jews to
comfortably see themselves as privileged. Jewish oppression is cyclical and follows a
pattern: Jews are accepted in a society but are eventually expelled. This pattern has
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occurred over the centuries throughout the diaspora (Wistrich, 1991). Azoulay (1998)
holds that for contemporary anti-Semites in this country, stating that one is White and
Jewish is an oxymoron, thus the terms “Jewish” and “White” are not necessarily
corresponding. What Azoulay (1998) understands but the other authors do not is that
either/or racial thinking, given the strange nature of Jewish identity, is incomplete. Beck
(1988) states that, when thinking of Jews, one must acknowledge how Jews have been
privileged and oppressed, almost simultaneously. Boyarin and Boyarin (1997) agree,
contending that Jews are a religious, quasi-racial, and ethnic “Other.” Azoulay (1998)
asserts that since the nature of Jewish difference is ambiguous, Jews do not neatly fit into
one mode of identity and many factors play a part in Jewish identity.
Many academics in the whiteness studies field, though, criticize Jews who
disavow any connection to whiteness (Tessman, 2001; Train, 2000). Based on the history
presented, Feagin (2000) holds that it is a distortion of the history of the United States to
claim that Jews are not White, as he claims some Jewish writers do. He contends that
equally simplistic is the statement that Jews are too much of an oppressed and rejected
people to accept racial proscription of whiteness.
However, claiming a White identity has been problematic for Ashkenazi Jews,
given the history of Jews as Europe’s racial “Other” (Aryan/Semite) and their continuing
status as members of a marginalized ethno-religious group (Albrechts, 2003b; Beck,
1998; Silberman, 2001). Jews exist with a dual reality that Jewish people in the context of
institutionalized White privilege in the United States often identify, and are seen, as
“White” while having a history and ongoing consciousness of persecution and genocide
rooted in their exclusion from the category “White.” Thus, seeing themselves as White is
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complicated for Ashkenazi Jews. It is important to look at these nuances because younger
Ashkenazi Jews have claimed the economic and social privileges of whiteness, while
simultaneously finding it difficult to see themselves as racially privileged (Blumenfeld &
Robinson, 2003; Tessman, 2001).
Moreover, while Jews may be assimilated in terms of economic, social and
political power, they continue to experience overt anti-Semitism, which is often
racialized. While there is no research looking at how Jews make sense of this paradox,
being both white-skinned and “Other,” there is a great deal of theoretical writings on this
tension (Biale et al., 1998; Grauer, 2003; Heller, 1999). The earlier writings cited
demonstrate the attempts Jews have made to understand their complicated identity in a
country in which they are simultaneously privileged and targeted.
Interestingly, the majority of the theoretical writing on this topic has come from
Jewish women and feminists. Jewish women have discussed the ways in which Jewish
women do not fit the White standard of beauty (Edut 2001; Jervis, 1998), the challenges
Jewish women have in constructing their identity in a multicultural world (Engelen-Eiles,
1995), and how anti-Semitism is gendered to particularly target Jewish women in the
form of the “Jewish American Princess” (Beck, 1991; Pogrebin, 1996; Prell, 1999).
These female writers discuss the ways in which identity construction is particularly
difficult for Jews, given that they are privileged and marginalized simultaneously.
In ending this section, it is helpful to show that institutions in this country have
recognized the historical racial difference of Jews in this country. Although the era of
seeing Jews as racially different ended after World War II, consequences of this thinking
remained. In 1987, the Supreme Court heard Shaare Tefila Congregation v. Cobb, which
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examined the racial qualities of Jews. After its synagogue was painted with anti-Semitic
slogans and symbols, the congregation brought a suit charging the White defendants with
racially discriminatory interference with property rights. The Maryland District Court
dismissed the claims, maintaining that White-on-White violence was not racially
discriminatory. The U.S. Supreme Court, however, unanimously ruled that Jews could
state a claim of racial discrimination since Jews were considered to be a distinct race
earlier in United States history. Thus, Jews could suffer racial discrimination based on
their ancestry and ethnic characteristics and were entitled to protection under the law
(Cottle, 2001). The Court realized that the intergenerational and historical legacy of
racism still impacted Jews.
In reading the narratives on whiteness and Jewishness in this country, one should
acknowledge that these histories have impacted how Ashkenazi Jews understand and see
themselves (Frankenberg, 1994). In other words, these narratives impact their identity.
Complicating their identity is the fact that Ashkenazi Jews are both members of a
privileged racial group and a marginalized ethnic group. The next section discusses the
literature on ethnic, racial, and social identity development as context for racial and
ethnic dimensions of this study.
Ethnic, Racial and Social Identity Development
The previous sections of the literature review highlighted the historical narratives
that have impacted Ashkenazi Jews in their work in anti-racist educational settings. In
this section, I discuss the various identity development models that bear on key elements
of identity for Ashkenazi Jewish students. Chickering and Reisser (1993) contend that
searching for identity is a major task for traditional-aged undergraduates. As students
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mature and experience their college years, they develop and grow in many ways.
Undergraduates grapple with various forms of identity development, including sexual
orientation, gender and religious identity.
In this portion of the literature review, I outline ethnic identity development,
racial identity development and social identity development. At the end of the section, I

propose further areas that need to be explored. Ethnic identity development is based on
Eriksonian models of identity; ethnic identity development highlights the personal
elements of ethnic identity achievement. Racial and social identity development, on the
other hand, analyzes identities in relationship to positions of domination and
subordination. In ethnic identity development models, there is no discussion of social
hierarchy or positionality.
Erikson (1968) contends that collective factors assigned by social group
affiliation, such as class, nationality, race, ethnicity and culture contribute to identity
development. In other words, various historical narratives influence people’s conceptions
of themselves, their community and the larger society. One’s place in history contributes
to identity, which is an important aspect of development (Erikson, 1968). However, there
are many distinct types of identity that play a role in the development of individuals,
including psychosocial ethnic identity development and social identity development.
Given that Ashkenazi Jews are an ethno-religious group that has a history of White racial
privilege in this nation while also being oppressed ethno-religiously in Christian Europe
for many centuries, it is important to disentangle the various identity development
processes Ashkenazi Jews experience simultaneously as they begin to understand their
Jewish identity and its impact on their societal position.
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Ethnic Identity
An ethnic group is a social group whose members have the following
characteristics: they share a sense of common origins; they claim a common and
distinctive history; they share one or more common cultural traits (e.g., language,
religion, practices, costume); and they feel a sense of unique collective solidarity
(Hollinger, 1995). In addition, ethnicity is self-perceived and can change over time. The
term “ethnicity” is used to describe the identity that people who share a unique social and
cultural history pass from one generation to another (Perlmutter, 1992). Moreover, it is
thought that ethnicity in the U.S. subsides over time as groups assimilate to U.S. societal
norms and practices. Most importantly from a social justice standpoint, ethnicity is
assumed to be based on socially maintained and historically based cultural differences
that are not linked to patterns of domination or subordination (Adams, 2001).
Ethnic identity is a useful, but imperfect, way to examine Jewish identity. It is
imprecise because there are many ethnic groups within the Jewish community, such as
Sephardim, Mizrachim and Ashkenazim. In other words, Ashkenazi Jews are an ethnic
group under the larger rubric “Jew.” Ethnicity is helpful to describe Jewishness, though,
in that Jews do have a sense of peoplehood. Thus, ethnic identity is helpful for this
inquiry.
The early models of ethnic identity development trace their roots to the
psychosocial research of Erik Erikson (1968) and the identity formation studies of Marcia
(1980). These identity models focus on the psychosocial process of defining the self by
understanding ethnic identity as simply another dimension of self-concept. In these
Eriksonian models, ethnic identity is viewed as an individual’s identification with a sub-
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group of a larger society whose members are thought, by themselves or by others, to have
a common origin, to share segments of a common culture and to participate in shared
activities in which the common origin and culture play an important role (Hollinger,
1995). Ethnic identity seems most often to be a frame in which individuals identify
consciously or unconsciously with those with whom they feel a common bond because of
similar traditions, behaviors, languages, values and beliefs (Breitman, 1995). These
points of connection allow individuals to make sense of the world around them, the
people they are affiliated with, and to find pride in who they are. If, however, positive
ethnic group messages and support are not apparent or available to counteract negative
public messages, a particular individual is likely to feel shame or disconnection from his
or her own ethnic identity. Ethnic identity development consists of an individual’s
movement toward a highly conscious identification with her or his own cultural values,
behaviors, beliefs and traditions.
Ethnic Identity Development Models

Marcia
The basis for much ethnic identity work came from the research of James Marcia
(1980) who expanded on Erikson's (1968) work and divided the adolescent identity crisis
into four distinctive identity statuses. These are not stages, but rather statuses that
adolescents go through in moving toward an achieved identity. All adolescents may
occupy one or more of these statuses, at least temporarily. But, because these are not
stages, people do not necessarily progress from one step to the next in a fixed sequence,
nor must everyone go through each. Each status is determined by the interaction between
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the degree of commitment to the identity and the level of crisis that he or she experiences
(Marcia, 1980).
Commitment
High

Foreclosure

Achieved

Low

Diffused

Moratorium

Low

High
Level of Crisis

Figure 1. Marcia's (1980) identity' development model
These four statuses are: identity foreclosure, identity’ moratorium, identity
diffusion, and identity* achievement. Those in identity foreclosure unquestioningly accept

the identity and values they were given in childhood by families and significant others.
An adolescents' identity is said to be foreclosed until she determines for herself what her
identity is. These adolescents are beholden to a received identity but not as a result of
their own searching or crisis.
Adolescents characterized by diffusion have no clear idea of their identity and are
not making a concerted attempt to forge an independent adult identity. These adolescents
may have initially struggled to find their identity, however, they never resolved it and
seem to have stopped trying. There is no commitment to an identity and no further
searching.
Moratorium is the period during which adolescents search for an achieved

identity. During this period, the adolescent explores various dimensions of an identity
independent of others and on his or her own terms.
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Hopefully, adolescents will ultimately develop well-defined personal values and
self-concepts, known as identity achievement. Their identities may be expanded and
further defined in adulthood, but the basic components of an adult identity are
established. They are committed to an identity and have a strong sense of who they are.

Phinney’s Model
One of the most widely disseminated models of ethnic identity development was
created by Jean Phinney (1990) and was grounded conceptually in Erikson’s theory of
identity formation with Marcia’s emphasis on crisis and commitment. Phinney developed
an ethnic identity model to describe a process that she considers applicable to all
devalued ethnic groups. Phinney proposes that most ethnic groups must resolve two basic
conflicts. First, group members must resolve any negative stereotyping and prejudicial
treatment toward members of their particular group that threaten their self-concept.
Second, most ethnic minorities must resolve the clash of value systems between their
culture and the majority society, thus learning to negotiate a bicultural value system.
Phinney’s model is helpful in identifying very real triggers for consciousness and in
outlining threats to ethnic self-concept.
Phinney (1990) developed this ethnic identity development model based on
interviews with adolescents from multiple ethnic groups. In creating her model, Phinney
focused on the formation of ethnic identity and the ways in which an individual comes to
understand his or her ethnicity. In a stage progression, the model has three
distinguishable stages that develop sequentially (Phinney, Chavira, & Williamson, 1992),
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which she names, unexamined ethnic identity (diffusion/foreclosure), ethnic identity
search/moratorium, and ethnic identity achievement.
In the first stage, which Phinney calls unexamined ethnic identity, individuals do
not consciously think about their ethnic identity because they have diffused or foreclosed
identity. Those with a foreclosed identity unquestioningly accept the ethnic identity they
were given by families and their community of origin. Those individuals in the identity
stage known as diffusion have no clear idea of their identity and are not making a
concerted attempt to forge an independent adult ethnic identity.
The second stage is ethnic identity search/moratorium, which occurs when
individuals are faced with a situation that forces them to begin to understand what their
ethnic identity means to them. Individuals either begin to examine their ethnic identity or
reach an impasse so that they can no longer explore their ethnic self-concept. The third
stage is ethnic identity achievement and is characterized by a clear and confident sense of
one's ethnicity (Phinney, 1992).
In discussing ethnic identity, many researchers use the terms “ethnicity” and
“race” interchangeably (Helms & Talleyrand, 1997). Phinney utilizes the term “ethnic,”
although she is often discussing racially targeted populations in her research without
differentiating between race and ethnicity as categories of social analysis (Helms &
Talleyrand, 1997). The constructs of race and ethnicity in the United States are complex
and difficult to define and frame for many educators and psychologists. Researchers are
not consistent among themselves in their use of the terms, which makes these concepts
particularly challenging to grasp. The next section highlights racial identity, a distinct
concept from ethnic identity, and the ways in which race and ethnicity can be understood
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as different categories of analysis and the importance of that distinction to this present
study.
Racial Identity
Based on their experience in the Civil Rights and Black Power Movements of the
1960s, several Black theoreticians began to rethink the psychosocial models created by
Erikson (Adams, 2001). They realized that the Eriksonian models did not attend to the
pervasive and systematic nature of racism that Black people lived with in this country. In
these theoreticians’ minds, one of the major life tasks for Black people was overcoming
internalized subordination by rejecting negative thoughts about their Blackness and
developing and internalizing a consciousness free of internalized racism. Thus, the racial
identity models proposed by Black researchers, such as Jackson (1976) and Cross (1971),
focused on an oppression/liberation paradigm, while the ethnic identity development
models continued not to discuss oppression at all. These Black researchers held that racial
identity was distinct from ethnic identity, given the impact that racial oppression has had
in the history of this country (Perlmutter, 1992). In his own research and writings,
Erikson (1968) highlighted the impact of race, culture and ethnicity on identity but
without an understanding or acknowledgement of oppression. Racial identity highlights
the pervasive nature of oppression in this society. Ethnic identity was not useful to these
Black researchers because ethnicity did not describe the systemic domination of Blacks in
this country. In addition, these Black racial identity theories discussed how Blacks
achieve identity that is independent of White norms and is the framework that Black
psychologists and educators used to understand the subordination that Blacks experienced
in this country.
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These Black psychologists and educators did not find attention to the history of
racial oppression that Blacks experienced in this country in the ethnic identity
development models. The Black researchers argued that, unlike the White ethnics on
whose experience the earlier models were based, Blacks were trying to internalize self¬
acceptance in a society that was deeply racialized and that taught them to disparage
themselves. They argued that racism was a system of oppression in this nation, and thus,
race was a fundamentally different category from ethnicity. Oppression, in this context is
defined as “a system that allows access to the services, rewards, benefits, and privileges
of society based on membership in a particular group” (Reynolds & Pope, 1991, p. 174)
As the first section of this literature review demonstrated, race and ethnicity are
now considered separate and distinct categories of social differentiation and hierarchy.
Race is assumed to be a socially constructed category that is linked to benefits or
subjugation based on where one is placed in the social hierarchy, and racism can be seen
as the rationale for social inequality. Race, therefore, is a sociopolitical grouping rather
than one rooted in nature. Ethnicity, on the other hand, is assumed to be based on socially
maintained characteristics that are not linked to oppression (Wildman, 2000). The term
“ethnicity” is reserved for people who share a unique social and cultural history that is
passed from one generation to another (Hollinger 1995; Perlmutter, 1992). Moreover, it is
thought that ethnicity subsides over time as groups assimilate to societal conditions,
while race is considered to be persistent and is either valued or devalued because of the
benefits accorded certain racial groups. Although the terms race and ethnicity have often
been used interchangeably in the past, most progressive educators think of the terms as
distinct models of social categorization (Helms & Taleyrand, 1997; Takaki, 1993).

61

In the creation of racial identity development models, oppression theory added an
important element to the ethnic identity development theories by incorporating important
theoretical constructs to these models. The first is that a system of racism exists that
advantages one group based on socially constructed pseudo-scientific (because it
essentialized inner worth and intelligence on outer features) justifications. Secondly,
these models hold that individuals are positioned in this system, either as an agent
(dominant group) or target (subordinate group). Targets are members of social identity
groups that are subjected to some form of oppression, while agents are members of the
dominant, privileged group who contribute to that oppression. Lastly, these theories
contend that there are parallel developmental tasks for both agents and targets in this
system as they develop liberatory consciousness (Adams, 2001).
Because of these constructs, there is a great deal of difference between the ethnic
identity development models (such as Phinney, 1990) that view ethnic identity as a
neutral dimension of identity and the later racial and social identity development models
(Hardiman & Jackson, 1997; Jackson, 1975; Kim, 1981) that are linked to oppression.
Although Erikson (1968) claimed that individuals belonging to devalued minority groups
are aware of the stereotypes and falsehoods of the dominant group and tend to internalize
these negative thoughts into their identity, he and these other theorists, whose work grew
from his foundational work, did not have an understanding of the pervasiveness and
systematic nature of oppression or the specific tasks associated with agent and target
identities.
Models discussing the process of racial identity were theorized to differentiate
between race and ethnicity. The concept of race, as highlighted earlier, has not been
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neutral in its meaning and has been tied to justification of group dominance over others.
Using the idea that distinguishing physical characteristics translated to one’s place in
human society, White Europeans grouped races hierarchically by presumed physical
ability and moral quality, with Caucasians as the pinnacle, followed by Asians and Native
Americans, and Africans at the bottom of the racial ladder (Spickard, 1992).
Today, racial identity “refers to a sense of group or collective identity based on
one’s perception that he or she shares a common heritage with a particular racial group”
(Helms, 1993, p. 3). Race, although a frame in which individuals categorize others often
based on skin color in the United States, is now understood to be a social construction.
The use of skin color in this country is one of many labeling tools that allow individuals
and groups to distance themselves from those they consider different from themselves
(Banton, 1998; Jacobson, 1998). Race is a supposedly surface-level manifestation based
on what we look like; yet it has deep implications for how we are treated.
Cross’s Nigrescence Model
Racial identity development models, such as Cross’s (1971) and Jackson’s (1975),
were developed primarily for African Americans educators and others to understand the
Black experience in the United States and particularly the tasks that Black people needed
to undergo in order to redefine their identity in an oppressive social system. Cross created
one of the first models of Black identity development, which he called “nigrescence.” He
viewed the developmental tasks highlighted in this model as a chance to become re¬
socialized in a more positive way, in which a Black person progresses from a racially
naive to an Afrocentric to a multicultural identity. During this transformation, the
individual ideally moves from a complete lack of awareness of inequality based on
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racism through embracing Black culture exclusively, toward a commitment to many
cultures and addressing the concerns of all oppressed groups (Cross, 1971).
Jackson’s Black Identity Development Model
In a similar vein, Jackson (1976) discussed Black identity development in the
context of a system of racism in the United States. Jackson (1976) created a four-stage
model of Black identity development. The first stage, Passive Acceptance, involves the
acceptance of oppressive attitudes from White society about Blacks and blackness. White
culture and standards are then rejected during the second stage, Active Resistance, as
Black people try to remove any internalized sense of inferiority they had in their lives and
in their environments. The goal of the third stage, Redirection, is neither to accept nor
reject White culture. Rather, White norms were considered irrelevant to Black culture. In
this stage, Blacks are redefining what being Black means to them in terms that are
independent of White societal beliefs. Finally, Black culture becomes appreciated and the
Black person could both accept and reject different parts of White culture on their own
merits during the Internalization stage.
Jackson’s (1976) model served as the foundation for other race-based
oppression/liberation development models (Hardiman, 1982; Kim, 1981). Initially, his
model contributed to the creation of an identity development model for the racially
privileged White group (Hardiman, 1982). In the White identity development models
(Hardiman, 1982; Helms, 1995; Ponterotto, 1988), the system of racism assumes that
White people occupy the dominant position in U.S. society and serve as the point of
reference for people of color. White racial identity theory claimed that the task for Whites
in developing an anti-racist identity was the abandonment of entitlement, whereas for
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people of color, the shared developmental issue is one of overcoming the many
manifestations of internalized racism. While the tasks may initially look different because
of the power difference between Whites and people of color in this society, both groups
actually have the common task of redefining their identity in a system of racial
oppression, albeit positioned differently (Adams, 2001).
White Racial Identity Development Models
Several models of White racial identity or consciousness have been proposed
(Hardiman, 1982; Helms, 1995; Ponterotto, 1988; Rowe, Bennett, & Atkinson, 1994).
These models demonstrate the identity tasks White people deal with when developing a
non-racist White identity. These models, with the exception of the Rowe, Bennet, &
Atkinson’s White racial consciousness typology, identify the movement a White person
makes as s/he abandons the entitlements and privileges based on racism.

Sabnani, Ponterotto and Borodovsky’s Contribution
Sabnani, Ponterotto and Borodovsky (1991) realized that many of the White
identity models had a great deal in common with each other. They integrated the White
identity models of Hardiman (1982), Helms (1990) and Ponterotto (1988) to create one
that captured the important ideas of each. Their five-stage model serves as a way to
understand what the previous researchers thought was critical to developing a healthy
anti-racist White identity. The following table highlights the various models of White
identity development, including the Sabnani, Ponterotto, Borodovsky (1991) integrated
model of White identity development.
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Table 1. Models of White Identity Development

Characteristics
associated with
Identity Stages

Helms
(1990)

Hardiman
(1982)

Ponterotto
(1988)

Sabnani,
Ponterotto
&

Borodovsky
(1991)
Racially
unaware,
exhibiting
subtle racism

Contact

Confused state,
exhibiting
subtle racism

Disintegration
Reintegration

Acceptance

Racially
sensitive,
exhibiting
subtle racism

PseudoIndependence

Resistance

ProMinority/
Antiracism

Racist Identity

Immersion/
Emersion

Redefinition

Retreat into
White
Culture

Non-Racist
Identity

Autonomy

Internalization Integration

Redefinition
and
Integration

Lack of social
consciousness

PreExposure

PreExposure/
Pre-Contact

Exposure

Conflict

Zealot/
Defensive

In the integrated model, the first stage is called Pre-Exposure/Pre-Contact. White
persons in the Pre-Exposure/Pre-Contact stage are unaware of social expectations, roles
and inequality with regard to race and are generally oblivious to cultural/racial issues.
They have not yet begun to explore their own racial identity, nor have they given thought
to their roles as White people in an oppressive society. At this point there is also an
unconscious identification with whiteness and an unquestioned acceptance of stereotypes
about non-White minority groups.
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In the second stage, the White person begins to experience conflict over
developing knowledge of the differences in how Whites and people of color are treated in
this society. Through interactions with members of minority groups or by information
gathered elsewhere, White people start to think of racial issues and societal racism. In this
stage, Whites are challenged to acknowledge their whiteness and to examine their own
cultural values. The central feature of this stage is conflict between wanting to conform to
majority norms (i.e., peer pressure from White acquaintances) and wishing to uphold
humanistic, non-racist values. The primary affective symptoms of the conflict stage are
confusion, guilt, anger and depression.
During Stage 3, generally thought of as the pro-minority/antiracism phase, White
people often experience one of two reactions to the emotional outcomes that are central to
the conflict stage. The first response is a strong pro-people of color stance. Whites in this
developmental stage experience anger and guilt over their own previous conformity to
racist socialization as well as righteous anger directed outward toward the White culture
in general.
On the other hand, some Whites enter a stage in which they retreat into White
culture. This developmental place is marked by the second of two extremes as a response
to the Conflict stage. Whereas some White people deal with stage 2 conflict by
identifying with people of color, others deal with it by retreating from situations that
would stimulate such conflict between competing value systems. This latter response is
characterized by a retreat from interracial contact, back into the comfort, security and
familiarity of same-race contacts.
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Both of the two previous stages are reactions to the conflict experienced in the
second stage of conflict. White peers who sense a racial disloyalty or betrayal often
challenge White people in the pro-people of color stage on their anti-racist views.
Moreover, people of color who question their newfound supportive attitudes may
confront these Whites. As a result of peer pressure and minority group rejection, some
White people feel that life would be less complicated if they retreated into their former
world. The fourth stage of retreat, therefore, is characterized by an over-identification
with whiteness and by defensiveness about White culture and people.
The fifth stage is the location where White people redefine what it means to be
White and integrate this non-racist White identity into their new self-concept. All three
models suggest a point at which White people come to compose a new way of being
White in today's society. There is a transition to a more balanced and healthy racial
identity. Whites acknowledge their responsibility for maintaining racism, while at the
same time discover a White identity that is non-racist and healthy (Hardiman, 2001;
Helms, 1995). They see good and bad in their own group as they do in other groups.
Energy is devoted to non-racial issues, and there is interest in fighting all forms of
oppression. Whites at this final stage are flexible and open with regard to culture-learning
activities, both from their own racial group and from other groups.
Additional Racial Identity Development Models

Kim’s Asian American Racial Identity Development Model
After the initial creation of racial identity development models on the
Black/White paradigm, models highlighting the experience of other racially targeted
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groups were created. Kim (1981) constructed a model of Asian American racial identity
development, based on the experiences of Japanese American women who were involved
in the Black Civil Rights movement (Kim, 2001). In essence, these women were working
in the Civil Rights movement of the 1960s and 1970s on behalf of other racially
oppressed people and began to ponder their own experience of racial oppression in the
United States. Similar to the Black identity development models, Kim’s model describes
a process through which Asian Americans develop a liberatory consciousness. These
stages are: ethnic awareness, White identification, awakening to social political
consciousness, redirection to an Asian American consciousness, and incorporation.
Kim’s (1981) is highlighted in this dissertation for two very important reasons.
Kandel (1986), in her exploration of the identity development of Conservative Jewish
women, found that the two women who were raised in diverse communities had the
beginnings of a similar developmental process as Kim (1981) describes. In addition, as
with the Japanese women in the Kim model, the Ashkenazi Jews in anti-racist
educational settings work on behalf of other oppressed people and begin to ponder their
own experience of oppression (Nim, 1996).

Multiracial Identity Development and a Generic People of Color Model
The inclusion of ethnic awareness as the starting point of racial identity
development for Asians is unique in Kim’s model. In addition to Kim’s model, other
identity models were created using an oppression framework, including ones for
multiracial people (Wijeysinghe, 1992) and for a generic racial identity development
model for people of color (Atkinson, Morton, & Sue, 1979). What all of these have in
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common is a transformation in consciousness from an acceptance of oppression to the
creation of a new, positive racial identity devoid of internalized oppression (Adams,

2001).
Although the early identity development theorizing was critical to understanding
the system of racism in this country, changes in our thinking about race have occurred
over the last two decades. Given that how social justice educators conceptualize race has
evolved, early racial identity theorizing needed to be updated to capture new
perspectives. Fortunately, Cross (2001), Hardiman (2001) and Jackson (2001) have
complicated their earlier work. Importantly, the earliest researchers in this area have
clarified that the theories on racial identity were about understanding how racialized
beings understood themselves in a system of racism.
Social Identity Development Models
The early racial identity development models contributed to the realization that
social identity development was critical to understanding other systems of oppression,
such as sexism, ableism, anti-Semitism and classism. In the U.S., social identity is salient
because of the multiple systems of oppression that exist in this society (Clark, 2003);
multiple social systems exist that are composed of diverse groups possessing differential
levels of privilege and power. Social identity development describes how members of
oppressed identity groups overcome internalized subordination through empowerment
and how members of privileged identity groups awaken to take ownership of their
internalized dominance to combat those roles in the system of oppression. Target and
agent groups vary across different countries and cultures, but in the United States agents
typically encompass the White, male, heterosexual, Christian, temporarily able-bodied,
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middle-class identities. Most individuals possess both target and agent identities, as
people belong to several social identities within the multiple categories of race, gender,
sexual orientation, ability, religion and social class (Albrecht, 2003a).
Jackson and Hardiman’s Social Identity Development Model
As stated previously, social identity is meant to describe those identities that have
connections to dominant or subordinate social groups as they relate to access to systems
of power and resources in this society. Jackson’s (1976) Black identity developmental
model served as the basis for a generic social identity development model that is relevant
to understanding other social identities, such as sexual orientation, religion and ability
(Hardiman & Jackson, 1997). Hardiman and Jackson realized that all of us are positioned
in relationship to different manifestations of oppression. Within these multiple
manifestations of oppression, members of target identities arrived at internalization
through empowerment, and members of agent identities, who were awakened to take
ownership of their privilege, take action to combat those roles in the system of oppression
(Hardiman & Jackson, 1997).
When trying to understand how oppression operates, it is helpful to highlight a
particular identity to showcase these concepts. Since Jews are religious targets in this
society, it makes sense to examine religious identity through an oppression lens. In
considering religious identity vis-a-vis oppression, for example, the dominant group
would be those benefiting from Christian privilege and the subordinate group would be
non-Christians. Utilizing the framework developed by Hardiman and Jackson (1997),
each of these socially constructed identities, both dominant and subordinate, would have
developmental stages that describe an individual's developmental relationship to
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dominant ideologies around the supremacy of the Christian religion in the United States.
The following highlights Jackson and Hardiman's Social Identity Development Model
and the various "stages" of development that individuals go through as they come to
terms with the impact upon their various social identities of dominant social value and
beliefs.
The Acceptance stage describes an individual's complicity with the dominant
oppressive ideologies, whereas Resistance describes one's defiance of those same,
dominant ideologies. Using religion again as an example, in the Acceptance stage an
individual would go along (either passively or actively) with the dominant, Christian
hegemonic values and beliefs, while in the Resistance stage individuals would reject and
actively work against systems and beliefs that legitimize Christianity only. In
Redefinition an individual seeks to find his/her own sense of self outside of his/her
relationship to the dominant ideology. Continuing with the example of religion, an
individual would seek to establish a sense of self not in agreement with or in opposition
to the dominant ideology, but rather instead of that ideology. And finally, in
Internalization the individual has acquired a strong sense of self and seeks to build
coalition with other groups to deconstruct oppressive and limiting ideologies.
While the early theorizing (Kim, 1981; Jackson, 1976; Wijeysinghe, 1992) about
social identity development assisted researchers and educators in understanding the
dynamics of oppression in U.S. society, much of the theory regarding social identity and
social identity development examined one identity in a unitary fashion, artificially
divorced from other identities in order to understand the intricate processes that take
place as one experiences a change in consciousness (Reynolds & Pope, 2001). In any
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moment, we are targets and agents in relationship to different manifestations of
oppression. These initial models did not take into consideration the dynamic and
interacting nature of everyone’s multiple racial, sexual, class-based, religious, gender and
ability-based identities.
Models of Multiple Identity Oppression
Unfortunately, there has not been a great deal of theorizing about the interlocking
nature of oppression and multiple identities. Reynolds & Pope (1991) created a model for
understanding the experience of those who are targeted by multiple forms of oppression.
Collins (1993), in her seminal work on race, class and gender, stated that various identity
dimensions were intersecting, meaning that individuals hold simultaneous agent and
target identities. In addition, some research has been conducted on the experiences of the
racial identity of women (Jones, 1997) and women with disabilities (Banks & Kaschak,
2003). However, the ways in which multiple dimensions of identity interact with each
other has been relatively unexplored, though there has been some research conducted on
how an individual’s privileged status may work in combination with an individual’s
oppressed status (Croteau, Talbot, Lance & Evans, 2002). Because of the complicated
nature of Ashkenazi Jewish identity, understanding how intersecting dimensions of social
identity interact is critical to fully appreciating Ashkenazi Jewish identity.
A New Identity Development Model is Needed
As the previous section demonstrates, there are numerous ways to conceptualize
the identity development of Ashkenazi Jews. Ethnic identity, racial identity, and social
identity are various identity development processes that bear on important elements of
identity for Ashkenazi Jewish students. There has been little research, however, on the
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ways that Jews understand themselves in systems of oppression. Kandel (1986), in her
exploration of the identity development of Conservative Jewish women, found that the
two women who were raised in diverse communities had the beginnings of a similar
developmental process to the process described by Kim (1981). Unfortunately, Kandel’s
study was limited to Conservative Jewish women, it did not include a discussion of the
intersection of White racial agent identity and Jewish religious target identity and it was
conducted almost 20 years ago.
To date, little research has been conducted on the ethnic or social identity
development in White groups who have intersecting target identities, including White
gays and lesbians, White working-class people, and Ashkenazi Jews (Hardiman, 2001;
Helms, 1995; Phinney, 1992). With the little research that has been conducted on how
individuals experience the interplay between privileged and oppressed identities, Jewish
identity is not included as a targeted status (Croteau, Talbot, Lance, & Evans, 2002).
These models of White racial identity interacting with target identity would have to take
into account the power differential and the history of relationships between Whites and
non-Whites in this country as well as the individual’s target position.
For visible and legally defined targeted populations in the United States, racial
identity is influenced by oppression and overt discrimination. For these communities,
racial identity becomes important in very conscious ways. Individuals from these racially
targeted groups often must filter their identity through a system of racial oppression,
including negative treatment and media messages received from others because of their
race. These messages make it clear that people with a targeted racial status have a
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subordinate racial make-up and one that is less than desirable within mainstream White
American society.
White Americans manifest racial identity in mostly unconscious ways through
their behaviors, values, beliefs and assumptions—the “acceptance” stage (Hardiman,
2001). For them, racial identity is usually invisible and unconscious because societal
norms have been constructed around their racial and cultural frameworks, values, and
priorities and then referred to as “standard American culture” rather than as “ethnic
identity.” This unconscious White racial identity manifests itself in daily behaviors,
attitudes and ways of doing things. Unlike many communities of color, there is little
conscious instilling of specific ethnic or racial identity through White communities, nor is
differential ethnic treatment often identified in the media of White cultures.
As members of the racially privileged agent group who are also targeted ethnoreligiously as Jews, the example of Ashkenazi Jews complicates our understanding of
intersecting dominant and subordinate identities. They are an especially visible instance
of intersecting multiple identities. Because little research has been conducted on the
interplay between agent racial status and target Jewish status of Ashkenazi Jews, it makes
sense to examine this relationship.
In examining this relationship, it is important to remember how multifarious
Jewish identity is. One of the biggest difficulties in discussing Jewish identity and
“place” in the United States is that Jews confound established and understood notions of
ethnic, racial, national or religious identity in this country. Adams (2000) contends that
Jews are not merely a religious group nor merely an ethnic/national group. Moreover,
although Jews were seen as a racially targeted group in Europe, European Jews have
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“become” White in the racial categories of the United States. Adams captures this
dilemma when she states that “social group designations that reflect either/or categories
of ethnicity, religion, or culture in the United States do not appear to be especially helpful
in understanding the Jews as a diaspora people” (p. 135). Another author contends that
Jews are “a religious community, a nation, an ethnic group, [and] a race” (Petersen, 1997,
p. 241). As these authors state, Jewish identity is multidimensional, consists of a number
of factors, and defies simple social categories.
Because Ashkenazi Jews are both racially privileged Whites and targeted ethnoreligiously, they offer interesting and nuanced ways to conceptualize social identity
development (Frankenberg, 1993; Train, 2001). There are core general social identity
developmental tasks that both agents and targets undergo (Adams, 2001). With the
intersecting target and agent identities of Ashkenazi Jews, multiple identity
developmental tasks are occurring simultaneously.
For Ashkenazi Jews, identity development tasks include internalizing an anti¬
racist White identity, unlearning the anti-Semitic messages and beliefs they have
absorbed and trying to make sense of being simultaneously seen as racially privileged
and targeted as ethno-religious minorities (Gluck & Geiebter, 2003). Consequently,
Ashkenazi Jews problematize concepts, such as target and agent, because they experience
simultaneous privilege and oppression. Ashkenazi Jews have unique and competing
historical narratives that impact their social position in this country. Little research, if
any, has been done on how Ashkenazi Jews understand these competing senses of being
White and an ethnic target. In the spirit of the early racial identity theorists who
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complicated their own work (Cross, 2001; Hardiman, 2001; Jackson, 2001), this
dissertation is intended to begin to explore this important area of multicultural inquiry.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY
The purpose of this study was to examine the various ways in which Ashkenazi
Jewish students negotiate and understand their Jewish identity in the context of leading
anti-racism peer education. The objective of this chapter is to describe the research design
employed in answering the above question. The first section reviews the nature of
qualitative research and presents the rationale for using grounded theory methods. The
second section discusses the study’s participants, process of data collection and analysis.
Overview of the Nature of Qualitative Research
Qualitative research generally comes from an interpretive paradigm; such
research reflects the assumption that reality is socially constructed (Marshall & Rossman,
1998). While not all forms of qualitative research subscribe to this notion, most forms
assume that people construct their own meanings and realities; the research is to
understand what sense people make of their world. Strauss and Corbin (1994) contend
that the purpose of qualitative research is to discover the perspectives of the participants.
Qualitative research is commonly known as the search for little truths (Rossman & Rallis,
1998).
Qualitative research is appropriate because this study is concerned with exploring
how Ashkenazi Jewish students negotiate and understand their Jewish identity in the
context of facilitating anti-racist intergroup dialogues. While many educators and
researchers have opinions on how they should, if they should at all, comprehend and
make use of their Jewish identity when doing anti-racist work, I wanted to appreciate
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how these students themselves viewed being Jewish in the context of United States
understandings of race and racism.
Moreover, qualitative methods fit my own worldview and the ways in which
social justice education can bring voice to those who have historically not been heard.
My view of the world, in regard to education, falls into the interpretive paradigm. I am
interested in how people make meaning out of the world, given the pervasive nature of
oppression. Merriam (1997) notes that “qualitative researchers are interested in
understanding the meaning people have constructed, that is, how they make sense of their
world and the experiences they have in the world” (p. 6). I hold that social justice
educators need to understand how people make sense of their world if, as practitioners,
they are to design effective anti-oppression strategies. We must understand our students if
we are to work with them successfully.
Once the decision is made to pursue qualitative research, the researcher has to
decide on the methods to be employed. Qualitative research can take many forms
including generic or basic qualitative study, histography, case study, ethnography, and
grounded theory. The next section focuses on grounded theory as the basic qualitative
study as the technique I utilized and discusses why this approach was used in this study.
Grounded Theory Method
This study’s methodological framework was based on the work of Glaser and
Strauss (1967). Grounded theory, as defined by the authors, is obtained from data and
then illustrated by characteristic examples from the data. Grounded theory is derived
from collected data from observations in the “real world.” Therefore, the theoretical
conclusions emerging from grounded theory are phenomenological, in that the
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conclusions come from that which is being studied. For this study, this means that the
theoretical conclusions will be drawn from the way the participants understand their
Jewish identity in the context of leading anti-racist education rather than taking a pre¬
existing theory or assumption and trying to prove or disprove it.
Rossman and Merriam (1998) contend that, because of the lack of literature on a
particular subject and thus the exploratory nature of the study, grounded theory is often
the best choice when doing exploratory research. Researchers engaged in grounded
theory seek to develop theory through discovering and understanding a phenomenon, a
process, or the perspectives and worldviews of the people involved in a certain endeavor.
Because I was seeking to explore how the Ashkenazi students make use and comprehend
their Jewish identity in working with communities of color, I needed a method that would
allow me to discover my findings from the words of the participants. Since I had no
hypotheses and preconceived ideas on this topic, I chose the grounded theory method.
In the grounded theory method, data can be collected from multiple avenues. The
results use the theoretical foundation created by the researcher. Findings are both
descriptive and analytical; the analysis results from highlighting recurring patterns and
findings. In this study, this means that the theoretical conclusions will be drawn from the
ways the participants comprehend their Jewish identity in working with communities of
color in anti-racist educational settings and the constructs presented by me in earlier
sections of the dissertation. In other words, the findings will be built on the previous
theoretical work presented and synthesized.
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Participants
Participants were selected through purposeful sampling (Patton, 1990). In
purposeful sampling, participants are chosen on the basis of certain criteria without any
attempt at getting a random sample. Given that I was studying a particular phenomenon
(i.e., how Ashkenazi Jews understand their Jewish identity in anti-racist environments), it
was critical for me to find subjects who match my research requirement. The criteria for
participant selection were that the students had to be Ashkenazi Jews who had spent time
as undergraduate anti-racist peer educators while at a large public university in the
Midwest. Although there are many organizations and fields of study that highlight racism
at the institution I selected, I chose a program that had been nationally highlighted as an
exemplary program in fighting racism. In order to investigate the phenomena described
and to answer my research questions, I interviewed Ashkenazi Jews who are peer
facilitators in this nationally-recognized program.
The program with which the students were involved, in addition to offering cocurricular programming and consultation, offers a peer-facilitated intergroup dialogue
course for credit through two academic departments. The dialogues cover topics such as
race (i.e., People of Color and White People), gender (i.e., Women and Men), and sexual
orientation (i.e., Lesbians, Gay Men, Bisexuals and Heterosexuals). These dialogue
classes are co-facilitated by trained undergraduate students (one from each identity
group); students are assigned readings, journal assignments, experiential exercises, and
participate in in-class discussions. One of the main goals of the program is to engage
students in dialogue across their differences (Zuniga & Nagda, 1993). Students were
engaged in an educational process that encourages conversation and discussion, conflict
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exploration, and alliance building (Zuniga, Nagda, & Sevig, 2002). One of the most
striking features of the dialogue program at this large public university in the Midwest is
the number of Ashkenazi Jews who take part in the courses (R. Fisher, personal
communication, December 2, 2003).
In order to become facilitators, students must take a training course the semester
before they facilitate. The training course is intended to give students a foundation in
awareness, knowledge, understanding, and skills needed to effectively facilitate
intergroup dialogues (Thompson, Brett, & Behling, 2001). This course focuses on content
and process issues in an academic and applied setting. The topics of this course include
social identity group development; prejudice and stereotyping and their effects on groups;
difference and dominance and the nature of social oppression; power and privilege; and
basic group facilitation skills and their applications in multicultural settings. Related to
this study, the course includes a great deal of discussion about the nature of racism in the
United States (including the social construction of racism), one week’s discussion on the
history of anti-Semitism (generally the Holocaust) and various strategies to combat
oppression. The reason that I chose dialogue facilitators as my sample for the study is that
their academic training and their intergroup dialogue experience will have led them to
think about these questions.
The combination of the training course and intergroup dialogue experience led
me to hope that I would get thoughtful and complex responses from the students. In
investigating how Ashkenazi Jewish students understand their Jewish identity in the
context of discussions around anti-racism, I did not simply want a regurgitation of social
justice concepts learned in the class. I wanted their thoughts and, most importantly, I
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wanted to give students an opportunity to contest the ideas taught in the class. Based on
my own prior experience with the program (2001-2002), I expected that some of them
would challenge any ideas that do not make sense in their worldviews.
In summary, the participants in the study were chosen on the basis of their ability
to meet the following criteria:
1. Of Ashkenazi (Central European) Jewish descent
2. Presently attending the large public university in the Midwest, either as an
undergraduate or graduate student
3. Have successfully completed the training course
The students who fit the criteria for the study were contacted via e-mail about the
study to ask for their participation. Program staff provided access to the names, e-mail
addresses and demographic information for the students who have taken the course. I
attended the practicum for those currently facilitating to explain the nature of the study
and worked with the administrative assistant for the program to obtain the names and email addresses of the students not currently facilitating.
Furthermore, I sent a letter to those who are not currently facilitating to try to get
them involved in the study (see Appendix A). All of the participants who were contacted
and were currently studying at this university agreed to participate in the study. For those
who agreed to participate I confirmed their participation and scheduled the individual
interviews.
Data Collection Techniques
Three techniques were utilized to answer the research question: demographic
intake form, individual interview, and focus group interview. Employing multiple data
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collection techniques, also referred to as triangulation, provided an opportunity to clarify
themes arising in the social phenomenon under investigation by allowing the researcher
to see contradictions, convergences, and inconsistencies (Rossman & Merriam, 1998).
Multiple data sources have the ability to illuminate one another, often suggesting
alternative ways of thinking about emerging pattern in the findings (Patton, 1990). The
different methods augmented the information I received and allowed participants to
express themselves more fully and to learn from each other. Ultimately, combining these
data collection methods allowed me to obtain richer and more nuanced data.
During all phases of the interview process, including focus group interviews as
well as individual interviews, I enlisted the support of a peer debriefer who met with me
after each individual interview and the focus group session. The peer debriefer was a
Christian staff member from a social justice/service learning residential program at the
university. This woman is a strong ally to Jews and is vocal in the struggle against antiSemitism. Meeting with the debriefer provided me the opportunity to discuss my personal
experiences with the research process, as well as help me reconsider, confirm and/or
challenge my findings and provide both challenge and support for me throughout the data
collection.
Pilot Study
Two Ashkenazi Jewish intergroup facilitators, one male and one female, were
interviewed during the second week of January 2004 to pilot the initial individual
interview questions for this study. The pilot served as a chance to refine initial interview
questions used in the actual study. Conducting a pilot study also assisted me in revising
and reordering the sequence of the interview questions in the initial interview. The pilot
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study participants provided important insight regarding Jewish identity and provided
feedback about areas I might wish to explore with the actual sample. The pilot study
permitted me the opportunity to ensure that the questions that I included in the individual
interview guide addressed the research question that I have chosen to study.
Demographic Intake Form
In order to discover whether variables of gender, sexual orientation, class,
religious progressivism or secularism, geographic location (majority Christian or Jewish
neighborhood) and other factors influenced Jewish identity, I asked each participant to
complete a demographic intake form. During the data analysis, I compared these factors
with their answers in the individual interviews to determine whether—and if so, how—
these variables might influence one’s sense of being Jewish.
■

During the interview process to become an intergroup dialogue facilitator,
program applicants must complete a program intake form that asks socioeconomic
class, religion, gender and sexual orientation. I had access to these forms for
students who agreed to become research participants and as a result I did not have
to include these characteristics on the demographic form. The dissertation
research intake form used for this dissertation study initially included the
following items not included in the program intake form:

■

Being raised in a Jewish-dominant neighborhood or non-Jewish neighborhood

■

Religious movement (Reform, Conservative, Orthodox, Reconstructionist) or
secular

■

Member of Jewish fraternity or sorority

■

Level of religious education
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■

Number of times during the week being Jewish is salient in social or group
situation (not at all, one to five times during the week, six to ten times during the
week, eleven or more times during the week)

■

Pilot study participants reported the importance of diversity and progressive civic
engagement activities (i.e. service learning, College Democrats) on their
understanding of the subject at hand; I added another factor to the demographic
questionnaire:

■

Involvement in diversity/civic engagement efforts other than the dialogue
program at the university
Individual Interviews
The individual interviews took place during the month of February 2004. Each

individual interview lasted between one and two hours and took place at the service
learning center at the university. Individual interviews were held at a convenient time for
participants. The interviews were audiotaped for transcription and coding. Both the
individual interviews and the focus group were held at convenient times for the
participants. In addition, follow-up individual interviews were considered if I had further
questions, but this phase did not prove to be necessary.
A semi-structured individual interview was utilized to allow the participants to
explain their individual thoughts and understanding. Glaser and Strauss (1967) assert that
this type of interview is most helpful in research in which the goal is to better understand
the subjects’ world of meaning and to use the information obtained to form categories
rather than to impose meanings and categories on the subjects. The semi-structured
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approach is similar to the informality of an ordinary conversation with the researcher
skillfully guiding the conversation.
Patton (1990), naming the method the “open-ended approach,” contends that this
technique of interviewing, in which all participants are asked the same questions but the
interview guide is flexible enough to probe areas important to the participant, is
particularly helpful in exploratory studies (p. 45). This interview style provides an
opportunity to determine how participants understand particular phenomena, such as the
role of Jewish identity in anti-racist work, that have not been previously investigated.
Although each participant was asked the same questions, the use of the semi-structured
interview allowed for flexibility for both the researcher and participant to ask clarifying
questions and to obtain more detailed responses. This study combined the open-ended
approach with the semi-structured interview, thereby allowing the interview to move
based on what the participant shared and yet maintain consistency in the areas which the
participants are asked. It was not necessary to change the order of the questions during
any of the individual interviews.
Before the interview, I asked each participant to complete an “Informed Consent
Form” (see Appendix B). This form was necessary to ensure that I was abiding by ethical
procedures in conducting this study. I asked the following questions, giving the
participants ample time after each question to fully answer before going on to the next
question:
1.

What does it mean to be a Jew in the United States today? In the past?

2.

Please reflect on the experience of Jews in United States history. How
have Jews been discriminated against? Are Jews still targets of anti-
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Semitism in the United States? How does it manifest itself now?
Historically?
3.

Please reflect on the dynamic of racism in this country. Who are the
dominant group? Who are the subordinated group? Where do Jews fit—in
the dominant group, subordinated group, or some place else?

4.

How do you make sense of the current racial dynamics as a Jew? What is
your experience as a Jew in relationship to people of color? How does
your family make sense of the dynamic? Do your parents and
grandparents see themselves differently than you do? If so, why do you
think this is?

5.

What motivates you to do this work? Why are you an intergroup dialogue
facilitator?

6.

When you work in anti-racist settings, are there parts of your experience
that allow you to bridge and make connections?

7.

Have there ever been times in which how you understood your racial
“place” differed from what non-Jews thought? How did you deal with this
difference in perception?

8.

How would you help others, including people of color and other Jews,
understand the unique place of Jews in anti-racist contexts?

After each individual interview, I listened to the tapes of the interviews to
generate an initial impression of insights, themes, and contradictions that were arising
from the interview data, and also to see what further information I would like to obtain in
the subsequent focus group. Because the focus group questions were to emerge from the
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individual interviews, it was important that I listen carefully to the statements of the
respondents. For instance, many of the participants reported that being Jewish impacted
how they understood their racial positionality while others contended that being seen as
White impacted how they saw themselves as targets of anti-Semitism. Thus, I realized
that it would be helpful to ask the focus group members how each social identity
impacted the other. By listening to the individual interviews, I began to perceive areas
that needed to be explored for the dissertation study or for the consciousness of the
students involved. This was the process by which the focus group discussion guide
emerged from the individual interviews.
Focus Group
The focus group, which included 10 of the 15 participants whom I had
interviewed individually, took place a few weeks later on February 29, 2004 at the
service learning center on campus. Although I invited all the participants to take part in
the focus group, only 10 of the 15 participants ultimately attended. The focus group was
planned for a few weeks after the initial interviews in order to allow the participants to
reflect on the individual interview and their responses.
A focus group was chosen because of its interactive and dialogical qualities. The
purpose of the focus group was to challenge and question the students in their
understanding of where Jews fit in the racialized context of the United States, to confirm
and clarify data I thought I was finding, and to add further questions that I had not yet
considered.
In addition, the students utilized the focus group to learn from each other
regarding their Jewish consciousness. Langman (1999) argues that few Jews have a solid
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Jewish consciousness to adequately live in a multicultural world. Since the students had
different levels of awareness around their Jewish heritage and identity, they were able to
draw new insights and conclusions from listening to each other.
The focus group interview guide was emergent; it was built on the concepts and
categories developed through the coding of the individual interview data and the
discussion with the peer debriefer who served as a sounding board for the researcher. The
focus group interviews provided breadth to the topics discussed in the individual
interviews and allowed me to search for detail and description around the emerging
themes.
The focus group, which was audiotaped, began with introductions including
name, college, and year in school. Following the introductions, I explained the reasons
for using a focus group interview, my hope for what they would gain from participating
in the group, and to ask if there were any questions.
The following questions were asked in the focus group:
■

Why do you think some Jews state “I am not white; I am Jewish” when
discussing White racial identity?

■

How does race and class privilege impact how one experiences and sees antiSemitism?

■

How do stereotypes about Jews affect how non-Jews see Jews as targets?

■

Why might Jews raised in Jewish enclaves not have a strong consciousness
around anti-Semitism?

■

How does being Jewish impact how you experience and reflect upon being
White?
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■

How does being White impact how you experience and reflect upon being
Jewish?

■

How has whiteness affected being Jewish? Do you think being seen as White
has been good, bad, or a mixed bag for Jews? James Baldwin said that Jews
paid the highest price for becoming White. What do you think he meant by
that? What have been some of the costs of whiteness to Jews?

■

How do you deal with Christian hegemony?

■

Does class privilege of Jews affect whether people of color see them as allies?

■

How do you make sense of the fact that in a system of White privilege you are
White, but in the system of White supremacy you feel not White?

■

Anti-Semitism and stereotypes about Jews: Many of you commented that
many people, including social justice folks, do not take anti-Semitism
seriously. How can we combat that?

■

How would you like diversity educators to talk about Jewish identity and antiSemitism?
Data Analysis

The data for this study consisted of the demographic form, the transcripts of the
individual interviews and the transcripts of the focus group interview. The interpretive
framework for the data analysis was inductive analysis. Patton (1990) contends that
inductive analysis of qualitative data is best conducted when working with material from
which one wishes to generate theoretical ideas. The approach in this type of analysis is
immersing oneself in the specific data in order to discover important categories and
patterns. Thus, the categories and patterns are to be gleaned from the words of the
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participants with no preconceived notions of what the researcher might find. Since the
purpose of this study was to understand how Ashkenazi Jewish college students make
sense of their “place” in anti-racist contexts, this mode of analysis was used and found to
be helpful in understanding the phenomena.
For example, most of the students began the interviews talking about Jewish
religious target status in a country that is Christian. Students discussed “Jews are [a]
religious minority” (Pauline), “targets in a religious sense” (Yohanna) and “not Christians
in a Christian society” (Michael). In reading the transcripts, I realized that the
respondents were discussing similar concepts although utilizing different language, and
so I coded these terms as “religious targets in the United States.”
With this type of analysis, the interviews transcripts were coded for common
themes and patterns that arose from the data and served to address my research questions.
Patterns and themes were sets of recurring words, actions, and/or feelings that emerge in
multiple participants’ statements. In the case of the Jewish women, each of them spoke at
length about the stereotype of the “Jewish American Princess.” Therefore, it became
evident that the “JAP” stereotype was an important pattern in the data, even though I had
not set out to examine gender differences in Jewish positionality in relation to U.S.
systems of race.
The emergent patterns and themes were placed into larger categories identified
from the questions in the interview guide. A qualitative analysis computer program such
as Nudist was suggested to assist in the coding of the data; however, I chose to code the
data by hand. Since the purpose of this study was to begin to construct some theoretical
understanding of how Ashkenazi Jews comprehend and utilize their identity and position
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in discussions of U.S. racism, it was important for me to discover any common thoughts,
insights, and feelings that the participants may have.
Limitations of the Study
This study focused upon Jewish students enrolled at a large public university in
the Midwest who participated in a nationally-recognized anti-racism/social justice
dialogue-based educational program as anti-racism peer educators. The university is
unique, in that 2% of all Jewish college students in North America attend this university
(M. Brooks, personal communication, October 14, 2003). Jews have a presence on this
campus in a way that is not seen on most American college campuses. Therefore, the
results of the study were not intended to be generalizable to other institutions. The study
was meant to be exploratory in nature and should be taken as thus.
Regarding the limitations imposed by the research methodology, qualitative
research generally limits the generalizability of the data to other populations. Because
this study was exploratory in nature, I was not trying to generate any overarching
“truths,” but rather to describe the pattern that may arise from the participants’ voices. In
this dissertation, the limitations are as follows:
1.

The size of the sample is small because I was attempting to understand the lived
experience of Ashkenazi Jewish college students who take part in anti-racist work
as peer educators. Therefore, generalizability to older or younger Ashkenazi Jews,
or to Jews who do not engage in anti-racist work, or to non-Ashkenazi Jews, is
limited.

2.

Because I was selecting participants from a program that utilizes dialogic
techniques, Ashkenazi Jewish students who were engaged in other forms of anti-
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racist work, especially more activist type organizations, may view this issue
differently.
3.

Because of the large Jewish population at this university, participants may feel
different from other Jewish college students who constitute a less visible minority
elsewhere.

4.

Many of the Jewish students at this university come from urban areas with large
Jewish populations; this did affect the development of their Jewish consciousness
of discrimination and anti-Semitism.

5.

I have been in past years an adjunct instructor with this program, though I was not
teaching in the program during data collection, nor had I any administrative,
official or instructional relationship with the students who agreed to participate in
my research. I have taught classes for two semesters in the program and am
familiar with the program’s conceptual frameworks and pedagogical orientation.
Researcher’s Positionality
It is also important to note the assumptions, identity and experiences of the author

of this dissertation. I am the birth son of an Ashkenazi Jewish father who is committed to
anti-racism and a Latina mother. However, I was adopted as a toddler and raised by Irish
American Protestant adoptive parents. Ten years ago I met both of my biological parents
and have gone on a personal quest to understand my biological heritage. Because of this
unique legacy, I have come to think a great deal about the interconnections between
racism and anti-Semitism.
Though people of color are more often subjected to racist attacks and systemic
discrimination than are Jews (regardless of their color or their visibility by virtue of

94

dress), the hatred directed against Jews is closer to racism than many modem writers
admit. In other words, racism has been, and continues to be, a clear component of antiSemitism. I believe that anti-Semitism must be on the agenda of anti-racist educators and
that policies and practices designed to eliminate racism must also be applied to
eliminating anti-Semitism and to raising awareness of its continuing existence in order to
eradicate it.
I hold that experiences of Ashkenazi Jews can undo conventional categories by
highlighting the experiences of transnational and diasporic communities that defy fixed
identities. I believe that Jews' anomalous status opens up multicultural history in different
and interesting directions. My goal, in this study, was to transcend the notion of
"comparative victimology" and to show the value of a narrative that does not rely on
competing histories of persecution. Hopefully, this work can broaden their understanding
of Jewish identity, racial privilege, and multicultural theory that will enliven the field of
social justice education.
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CHAPTER 4
GENERAL FINDINGS OF THE STUDY
In Chapter 4,1 present and describe the student responses to the research
questions. In this section, the following findings will be highlighted:
■

Demographics of participants

■

Research questions

■

The relationship between demographic characteristics and participant
responses

■

Interviews as educational intervention

Because the chapter is a very rich and layered chapter, the above bullets are meant to help
the reader navigate the main points of the findings section.
To remind the reader, the questions this study sought to answer are:
■

How do undergraduate Ashkenazi Jewish anti-racist peer educators
understand the position of Ashkenazi Jews in United States systems of
race, religion, and class?

■

How do undergraduate Ashkenazi Jewish anti-racist peer educators
perceive their interpersonal relationship with people of color and with
Whites in these programs?

■

In working with programs that focus on understanding racial positionality,
how do undergraduate Ashkenazi Jewish anti-racist peer educators
position themselves?

By asking these questions, I hoped to encourage educators and students to explore and
understand different aspects of the race-based positionality of Jews in anti-racist
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education programs and in their experiences as Ashkenazi Jewish undergraduate anti¬
racist peer educators.
As noted in Chapter 3, the students I studied are all peer educators at an anti-racist
program at a large public university in the Midwest. The emphasis on racial position in
these programs presents unusual challenges for Ashkenazi Jews. In particular this
emphasis brings into question problematic and simultaneous dominant/subordinate racial
and religious identities in the United States.
The questions posed in the research study ask about particular theories and
concepts, such as privilege, racial positionality, and oppression that often are highlighted
in anti-racist programs such as the one that the students were involved. The first question
asks about participants’ understanding of social systems, while the second question
attempts to understand how those social systems impact the participants’ relationships in
everyday life. Lastly, I ask about the experience of Ashkenazi Jews in programs that
focus on racial positionality and how the participants understand their position in these
programs.
Before answering the research questions in this chapter, I set the context for the
data that were collected and the subsequent findings by discussing the demographic
characteristics of the participants as well as highlighting factors that were discovered to
be associated with each other. After presenting the demographic characteristics, I present
the findings of the data arranged by question. I then suggest relationships between
demographic factors and participants’ views on the research topic. I conclude with the
presentation of unexpected themes that arose from the process of interviewing these
students on the topic of Ashkenazi Jewish place and experience in the United States,
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namely, that the interviews served as an educational intervention and the uniqueness of
being interviewed as Jews in a social justice education context.
Demographics of Participants
In Chapter 3,1 described the demographic intake form. With the characteristics of
the participants, I attempted to understand the relationship between participant
characteristics and their understanding of the subjects under investigation. In other words,
I hoped to explore possible relationships between the students’ responses and the traits of
the participants. The intake form asked the following questions:
■

Were you raised in Jewish-dominant neighborhood or non-Jewish
neighborhood?

■

Are you a member of a fraternity or sorority?

■

Are you male or female?

■

Are you involved in diversity/civic engagement efforts at the university?

■

What religious movement, if any, do you identify with? (Reform,
Reconstructionist, Conservative, Orthodox or secular)

■

How often during the week is being Jewish salient for you in social or group
situations (not at all, one to five times during the week, six to ten times during
the week, eleven or more times during the week)?

■

Were you bar/bat mitzvahed?

In presenting the demographic information from the intake form, I include the
factors that were related to the results and findings of the study. It is important, however,
to note that because the sample is small (n=15), all I have done with this factor analysis is
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note relationships that appeared between demographic characteristics and understanding
of the subjects under investigation, namely Jewish identity and anti-Semitism.
The demographic intake information revealed the following:
■

2/3 were raised in predominantly Jewish neighborhood

■

7 out of 15 participants belonged to a Jewish fraternity or sorority

■

2/3 identified as “Reform”

■

10 of the participants were female, while 5 of them were male

■

80% of the participants report that they think about being Jewish 6 times or
more per week

■

Half of the respondents were involved in additional diversity and/or
progressive civic engagement efforts at the university

With the demographic intake forms, I found various characteristics that would
eventually be found to have relationships with how participants answered the questions
posed. In other words, some of the variables that I observed seemed to be related to how
participants understood the material under examination. It is important to note, however,
that due to the sample size, the relationships cannot be extrapolated to any other group of
Ashkenazi Jewish undergraduates.
Gender
Ten women and five men participated in the study. The women respondents were:
Yohanna, Kate, Jane, Stefanie, Pauline, Naomi, Jaclyn, Amanda, Judith, and Dvora. The
men respondents were: Michael, David, Caleb, Isaac, and Benjamin. As will be discussed
later in this chapter and in Chapter 5, gender played an important role in the results and
findings of this study.
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Neighborhood of Origin
An important variable that emerged in this research was the area in which the
participant was raised. I asked the participants whether they were raised in predominantly
Jewish neighborhoods (defined as more than half Jewish) or predominantly Christian
neighborhoods (defined as than less than half Jewish). Ten of the respondents were raised
in neighborhoods that can be classified as predominantly Jewish and five of the
respondents were raised in predominantly Christian neighborhoods. As will be
demonstrated in further demographic charts, the neighborhood of origin was related to
other characteristics under investigation.
Greek Affiliation
The next characteristic that seemed important was Greek affiliation. When asking
about this demographic characteristic, I did not differentiate between the different types
of fraternities and sororities. Interestingly, all of the participants who were members of
Greek-letter organizations belonged to historically Jewish fraternities and sororities.
Seven out of fifteen participants, almost half the students in the research, were member of
specifically Jewish fraternities or sororities.
In looking for relationships between factors, it appeared students from
predominantly Jewish neighborhoods were more likely to join a Greek-letter organization
than were the students from predominantly Christian neighborhoods. Sixty percent of the
students raised in Jewish neighborhoods joined a fraternity or sorority at the university;
40% of the students from these Jewish areas did not join. Conversely, the ratio of
students from predominantly Christian neighborhoods who did not join a Jewish
fratemity/sorority to those who did was 4:1. As Figure 2 illustrates, there were the same
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raw number of non-Greeks from predominantly Jewish neighborhoods and
predominantly Christian neighborhoods, although there were twice as many participants
from predominantly Jewish neighborhoods:

Jewish
Neighborhood

Christian
Neighborhood

Dvora
Benjamin
Naomi
Pauline

Michael
Amanda
Jane
Judith
Stefanie
Jaclyn
Kate

Caleb
Yohanna
David
Isaac

No Greek
Affiliation

Greek
Affiliation

Figure 2: Interaction of neighborhood of origin and Greek affiliation
During the interviews, students began to relate the importance of being involved
with various campus activities on their understanding of the subjects under investigation.
Specifically, students reported that their involvement in diversity and progressive civic
engagement activities impacted their knowledge of these topics. They discussed their
work with non-Jews on issues such as poverty, racism, politics and education. Because
students worked closely with non-Jews on issues that focus on social issues, they were
challenged to observe the position of Asheknazi Jews in this country and understand how
Ashkenazi Jews were perceived by others. Seven of the participants were involved in
diversity or civic engagement activities, while eight of the students were not.
As with fraternity and sorority membership, the neighborhood of origin was
related to whether a student was involved in diversity or civic engagement efforts on
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campus. As the figure below shows, 80% of the students from predominantly Christian
neighborhoods were involved in such activities, while 70% of the respondents from
predominantly Jewish neighborhoods were not involved in these organizations. In
addition, none of the fraternity and sorority members from predominantly Jewish
neighborhoods were engaged in diversity or civic engagement efforts.

Jewish
Neighborhood

Christian
Neighborhood

Dvora
Benjamin
Naomi

Michael
Amanda
Jane
Judith
Stefanie
Pauline
Jaclyn
Isaac

Caleb
Yohanna
David
Kate
Diversity/Civic
Engagement

No Diversity/Civic
Engagement

Figure 3: Interaction between neighborhood of origin and involvement in diversity/civic
engagement efforts
Religious Identity
An unexpected characteristic arose when the participants were asked about their
religious identity. The chart shows that 8 out of 15 participants identified as a member of
a religious movement (Reform, Conservative, Orthodox, Reconstructionist) or secular. In
other words, they were clear in their identity as a Jew, whether it was a secular Jew or a
religious Jew.
Six of the participants who identified as “Reform” admitted that their Jewish
identity was more cultural; however, they explained, independently of each other, that
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they were beginning to explore what being a Jew meant to their lives. They discussed that
that their sense of Jewish identity was “ambiguous” and in flux. Since they had all been
raised in a religious home, they called themselves “reform” as a way to elucidate that
they were going through a process by which they were exploring their Jewish identity.
They were not, however, observant or religious in the way that their community defined
it. Interestingly, all of these participants were raised in Jewish neighborhoods and
explained that they had been “given” a Jewish identity that they were beginning to
explore for the first time. The following table shows how each participant identified:
Table 2
Religious Movement Affiliation of Participants

Reform

Reform but
Cultural

Secular

Conservative

Orthodox

Naomi

Pauline
Jane
Jaclyn

Benjamin

Kate
Amanda
Dvora
Caleb

Isaac

Yohanna
David

Stefanie
Judith
Michael

Thinking about Being Jewish
In trying to determine how salient being Jewish was for the respondents, I asked
for the number of times during the week being Jewish was salient for the person in social
or group situations. The choices offered were as follows: not at all, one to five times
during the week, six to ten times during the week, eleven or more times during the week.
All of the respondents reported that being Jewish is salient for them during the week. In
fact, 80% of the students maintained that being Jewish is salient six or more time during
the week. The Table 3 shows how the respondents answered this question.

103

While the demographic intake form was an important method for data collection
in the study, it set the context for investigating the research questions. Through
discovering the characteristics of the participants, I attempted to understand the factors
that were related to how the participants answered the questions at hand. The questions
themselves, however, allowed me to discover how the participants understood the subject
under investigation.
Table 3
Number of Times per Week Being Jewish is Salient

1-5

6-10

11+

Stefanie
Pauline
Michael

Judith
Kate
Caleb
David
Dvora
Benjamin
Yohanna

Naomi
Isaac
Jane
Jaclyn
Amanda

Research Questions

Question 1:
How do Undergraduate Ashkenazi Jews in Anti-racist Contexts Understand the
Position of Ashkenazi Jews in United States Systems of Race, Religion and Class?
This question attempts to explore participants’ understanding of the position of
Ashkenazi Jews within U.S. racial, religious and class-based hierarchies. As peer
educators in anti-racist programs, the students have studied racism and classism as
manifestations of oppression as well as the intersections between these two forms of
subjugation. In addition, the students have learned about the role of hierarchies in the
perpetuation of oppression.
In these same programs, however, the participants have not studied anti-Semitism
or the intersections between racism, classism and anti-Semitism. Thus, thinking about
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these issues was a first-time experience. For some of these participants, there were
examining their beliefs about the place of Asheknazi Jews in this country possibly for the
first time.
In answering this question, the majority of the participants initially focused on
curious dual characteristics that Ashkenazi Jews in this society are both privileged and
oppressed simultaneously. This sense of “both/and” is different from the concept
described under Question 3, which focuses more specifically on racial positionality. The
notion discussed under Question 1 holds that Jews were privileged and targeted in many
aspects that were complexly related to each other. In other words, Jews are seen as
simultaneously dominant in the sense of skin privilege, subordinate in the sense of
religion and ethnicity, and both dominant and subordinate in the sense of class.
When asked where Jews fit into this society, one participant said:
This is a very difficult question.. .as Jews, we really have to figure out for
ourselves [where our position lies] because it is not laid out. We are both targets
and agents so we can go both ways.... It depends on how you look at us, which
lens you use. (Caleb)
Similar to Caleb’s suggestion that Jews hold an ambiguous place in this society,
the participants held that the identity niche for Ashkenazi Jews in the United States was
not obvious. Stefanie asserted that because Ashkenazi Jews were both targets and agents
in a way that was unique in this society, it made it difficult to know where one fit.
What is hard for me is that we are dominant and subordinate in the same category.
I mean, a man of color will be a target as a person of color but an agent as a man.
We are targets and agents simultaneously as Jews. It is so complicated.
The participants who reported having studied the history of worldwide antiSemitism claimed that this complexity had a great deal to do with the historic middle
position of Jews. In this view, the students who articulated this understanding of the
dynamics of Jewish oppression held that Jews in the United States played a similar role.
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Like Jews everywhere, we play this middle role. We are the scapegoats for those
in power. I think we are seeing that now with the emphasis on the neo-cons [neo¬
conservative advisors to President Bush, many of whom are Jewish], on the
supposed control Israel has on the United States. We have always served as a
middle position in this country but we [Jews] tried to convince ourselves that we
had made it unconditionally. We are now seeing that this is not true.... We are
better off here than most of the world but the dynamics are still the same, buffer
between the downtrodden and the leaders of society. (Yohanna)
Making it even more difficult for Jews, in this participant’s mind, was the fact that
although Jews were religious targets in this society, few non-Jews perceived them as
oppressed. This was particularly difficult for those who thought a great deal about the
role anti-Semitism played in their lives and who attempted to articulate this fact to others
but to no avail.
We are both targets and agents, but [non-Jews] seem to only focus on the agent
part of our identity. It is really frustrating to only half see it. You feel like
someone only sees half of you. They only understand half of your experience.
(David)
Thus, I shall separate the findings based on the participants’ understanding of
Jews’ position in systems of race, class and religion. After presenting these findings, I
discuss the position of Jews outside of the United States, which the participants felt was
different from the position of Jews in this country.

Religion
All of the participants initially discussed the fact that Jews are religious minorities
in this nation. In other words, they all understood the position of Jews in the United
States system of Christian hegemony. The participants expressed their appreciation that
they were being asked about being religious minorities in the sense of being non\

Christians in this country. They all felt that this fact was not discussed adequately in
diversity programs.
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People who are not Christian are more of a [numerical] minority than people
who are not White in this country. Religion is not talked about in any real way.
We have to because non-Christians feel like minorities, but it is not validated. It is
not interrogated like other forms of oppression and privilege. (Caleb)
All of the participants mentioned that, while not discussed adequately in diversity
education, Jews were religious minorities. More importantly, the entire participant group
held that the United States was a Christian nation, even though there is supposedly the
official separation of religion and state. To amplify this point, Yohanna argued that
Christianity impacts how the separation of religion and politics is framed in this nation: “I
mean, look at what we call it—church and state. Church is a Christian term, even the way
we talk about the separation has a Christian feel.”
All of the participants contended that Christianity permeated U.S. society,
although they disagreed about whether or not it impacted them individually as Jews.
Many of the participants, especially those raised in neighborhoods where there were few
Jews, shared instances from their lives in which Christians had commented upon their
being Jews in a negative light vis-a-vis religion. David related a painful story of being
rejected when he was in the first grade:
During December of that year, the teacher asked us all to make a Christmas
bulletin board. I raised my hand and asked if I could do a Hanukkah one since I
didn’t celebrate Christmas. She asked if anyone would be willing to help me so I
wouldn’t be by myself since I was the only non-Christian and the only Jew. One
Christian boy volunteered. He came to me the next day and told me that his mom
forbade him from working with me because I wasn’t Christian and it wasn’t right
for him to work on such blasphemous things.
Even the students raised in predominantly Jewish neighborhoods reported encountering
negative feelings toward Judaism the first time they spent considerable time with
Christians. Naomi recalled an incident that had occurred during her middle school years:
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I attended this tennis camp in junior high school. It was the first time I was not
with a lot of Jews. These Christian girls from Virginia kept telling me they felt
sorry for me because they really liked me. I finally asked what they were sorry
about and they told me that they were sorry that I was going to bum in hell
because I did not believe in Jesus. They told me that they knew that all Jews were
burning in hell.
The students raised in predominantly Christian neighborhoods contended that
Christianity was culturally hegemonic in the way that this society validated Christianity
as the only legitimate religious tradition. These informants discussed the fact that many
Christians assumed, and articulated, that Christianity was the only valid spiritual path.
It’s not so much anti-Semitism as pro-Christian [sentiments I experience]. It is
this idea that Christianity is the only way. I was told that many times on campus:
if you did not accept Jesus as the messiah, you were not as good. (David)
All of the participants discussed the privileges Christian received in this society.
The participants shared that, like White people, Christians did not even understand that
this society was structured for them. Stefanie, who said that she was just beginning to
develop a consciousness around these issues, stated:
If you are Christian, you never have to explain who you are. As a Jew, I always
have to explain why I don’t celebrate Easter or Christmas, why my practices are
different. Christians don’t have to do that. They don’t have to go look hard for
their things. We do.
Isaac continued, “Like people of color who can tell us how White privilege shows
up in our lives, I can tell Christians all the ways this society is made for them, all the
privileges they receive.”
A particularly prevalent point for the participants around this issue was Christmas.
Some of the participants told me that this was the first chance they ever had to tell
someone how alienated they felt during the Christmas season and how much they
disliked the holiday. During the focus group, there was a spirited discussion about their
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feelings toward Christmas. All of the participants agreed that December was a
particularly difficult time to be a Jew in the United States.
An interesting finding in this study was that those participants raised in
predominantly Jewish neighborhoods did not report experiencing Christian hegemony.
They explained that they had never been discriminated against for being a non-Christian.
While they admitted that Jews were religious minorities in this country, the students from
predominantly Jewish neighborhoods held that they were not personally bothered by
Christian hegemony.
However, after hearing in the focus group the experiences of those who grew up
in predominantly Christian neighborhoods, these students acknowledged something
different. While the participants raised in predominantly Jewish neighborhoods reported
not being troubled by being mistaken as Christian, being continually wished “Merry
Christmas” during December, and being asked countless questions about Judaism, they
did challenge their own complacency in the focus group. Both Amanda and Stefanie
claimed in the individual interview that being non-Christians in this society did not
bother them and that it was not a particularly big deal in their lives. In the focus group,
however, they said that they were now upset that it did not bother them, that perhaps they
needed to be more bothered by the Christian bias in this country, and that if they did not
challenge it, they were capitulating to assimilation. As Stefanie stated, “If [Christian
hegemony] doesn’t bother me, that does not mean it does not matter. It simply means that
I have learned to passively accept it.”
For the students, religion was the most easily understood system of identity for
Jews in this society. All of the respondents articulated that Jews were religious targets in
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the United States. When we turned to the question of where Ashkenazi Jews fit into the
U.S. system of race, however, the discussion was more complicated.
Race
Without exception, all of the participants identified themselves as Ashkenazi Jews
and situated themselves within whiteness. All of the participants felt that Jews in the
United States were considered White. However, a third of the respondents explained that
Ashkenazi Jews being seen as White was a relatively recent phenomenon; the students
claimed that Jews have historically not been White. More importantly, the participants
stated that one of the major reasons that Jews have prospered in this country in the
manner they have is because they are considered White. Isaac, the only Orthodox
participant, acknowledged having difficulty seeing himself as an agent in terms of race,
initially challenged the idea of White privilege:
I now see that skin color is important. I mean, I am still a Jew and have that
mentality. I am still oppressed, but the skin color thing has helped me. It has
helped us as Jews in this country. I didn’t want to say that at first, but I have to
now because it is true. I did not get whiteness at all. I mean, it was a struggle. In
my world, it is Jewish and non-Jewish, but [anti-racism work] really helped me
see that we are White in this society and have to acknowledge that.
Recognizing himself and his community as White was particularly difficult
because of his strong focus on his Jewish identity. The other participants who were
challenged by the idea of White privilege felt that they struggled with this concept in
much the same manner as Isaac. For the participants, it was initially difficult to
acknowledge the benefits of whiteness because they were often focused on other
identities—generally their Jewishness as religion.
It was particularly important for many of the participants to get other Jews to
acknowledge the benefits of whiteness and White privilege in their lives. They stated that
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Ashkenazi Jews are seen as White in this society and benefit from white-skinned
privilege. Benjamin stated that Ashkenazi Jews “are White and we need to deal with that.
We reap the benefits of whiteness in this society; the benefits that people of color do not
get.”
Many of the participants commented that they did not enter the anti-racism
program with an understanding of White privilege. Instead, many of them initially had
focused on their target identities as Jews. They were appreciative that the program led
them to understand the importance of acknowledging White privilege.
I saw myself as a “person” when I came in the program. Then I said I was a Jew. I
am really thankful for [the staff in the program] in finally helping me see myself
as a White person with the power that comes with that. Was it easy? (laughs) No,
not at all, but I feel like I can really make change now with this understanding.
(Jaclyn)
While the participants acknowledged that Jews are currently seen as White in this
country, many of the participants did understand that Jews were not historically seen as
White, and that the idea of Jews as White was a relatively new historical concept. Pauline
commented that her father, having grown up in another era, thought that the idea of a
“comprehensive whiteness” was interesting, given his experience as a person who was
seen as ethnic.
The idea that there was this all-encompassing whiteness that included all different
ethnicities, especially Jews, is new. It didn’t exist then. The different White ethnic
groups clearly identified as their ethnicity. My dad thinks it is kind of funny that
everyone is considered White now. (Pauline)
Although all of the participants did identify as White, many of them mentioned
those Jews, particularly younger Jews from predominantly Jewish neighborhoods who
seemed to eschew the term “White.” Many of the participants complained about the Jews
who would vocalize: “I am not White, I am Jewish.” They criticized these Jews for what
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they saw as trying to minimize their whiteness and to stay in the target identity, thereby
not having to examine their racial dominant status and white-skinned privilege.
Benjamin, who was highly critical of these people said, “These folks [who say “I am not
White, I am Jewish”] are just trying to stay in their subordinated status and that disgusts
me. They are White and they need to deal with it.”
What fascinated me, and ultimately led me to inquire further in the focus group,
was not that some Jews would focus on their target identity but the vehemence with
which the participants challenged this thinking. Along with Benjamin’s use of the word
“disgust,” participants used strong language to describe this phenomenon. The
participants who mentioned these individuals all believed that these Jews who are saying
this are all merely trying to distance themselves from being White and not wanting to
deal with their skin privilege. There was a sense that the Jews making this statement were
claiming unearned victim status. During the focus group, I asked the participants if
perhaps this statement might instead be an awkward way of asserting their difference as
Jews. The participants acknowledged that it may be the reason, but the majority still saw
this statement as a way of distancing oneself from whiteness, which they all saw as
problematic. Amanda commented after I broached this subject in the focus group,
“Perhaps they are trying to figure out something. But they still need to get it. All White
people need to get it.”
Marginalized Ethnicity
Although they all asserted that Jews were unequivocally White in terms of racial
identity in this country, the participants did assert that Jews were a marginalized ethnicity
under the “White” rubric. Jews were seen as a dark-skinned, “off-White” group, always
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reminded that they would never fully be the equals of WASP [White Anglo-Saxon
Protestant] elites. Being ethnically Jewish, in the minds of the participants, has impacted
the lives of countless Jews in this country historically because of the discrimination
against Jews.
Most of the hatred against us, the social club exclusion, the quotas, the
restrictions, had to do with the fact that we were an alien ethnic group, not
because of our religion. You know, you keep that memory, that we weren’t quite
White, that we were seen as the Other. (Naomi)
The participants, as Naomi demonstrated in her statement above, were aware of
the ethnic discrimination faced by Jews earlier in the country’s history. Many of them
had been told of their parents’ and grandparents’ experiences. During the interviews, the
participants talked about grandfathers not being allowed to enroll in certain medical
schools, parents having to move to a certain area because it was the only town that would
allow Jews and being excluded from joining clubs. They were aware that they were
members of an oppressed ethnicity.
For many of the participants, ethnicity as distinct from race is not given a
prominent place in diversity education, making it difficult to find a language to name the
challenges and oppression Jews face. If ethnicity has been subsumed under the concept of
race, in the words of the some of the participants, Jewishness as a category of difference
disappears. Kate, one of the participants who felt the strongest that Jews were not
adequately discussed in social justice education programs stated:
When we cannot talk about ethnicity and only focus on race, Jews get left out. But
even within ethnicity, there is this physical connection between us. When you
look at it, there are hereditary traits in Jews, like Tay Sachs disease and half the
Jewish boys I know are lactose intolerant. But we only look at race so Jews get
left out.
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In this statement, Kate alludes to a genetic link among Ashkenazi Jews, which
some participants did focus on in their interviews. The participants who reported that
Jews were racially positioned differently from other Whites also acknowledged that Jews
were linked physically with each other. All of them reported being explicitly told that
Jews were not a race.
Many people say we are a race but then when you say it’s not true, you find out
that Ethiopian Jews have similar DNA to Ashkenazi Jews so we do have this
biological connection. And when people say you look Jewish, where does that
come from? That certainly is quasi-racial. (Yohanna )
For them, being Jewish made them the “Other,” even among members of the racial group
with which they belonged. Dvora stated, “[Being Jewish makes me different from] other
Whites, like WASP White. I mean, even among White people I feel like the Other.”
For the participants who had thought a great deal about the role anti-Semitism
played in their life, this dual experience—agents in terms of race and targets in terms of
being “not quite White” ethnicity—was impossible to reconcile. This was especially true
because their ethnicity seemed to have been overshadowed by the concept of race. In a
subsequent section, I discuss what this “both target and agent simultaneously” concept
means for Jews when working with programs that assume racial positionality in their
pedagogical methods. I end this section with sharing Caleb’s thoughts on what being
Jewish means for being seen as White: “We will never be White enough. We can never
be White enough.”
The introduction of ethnicity to the discussion highlights the racial complexity of
how these students determine where Jews are racially positioned. Said a different way,
the respondents articulated that Jews were agents in terms of race but targets in terms of
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ethnicity. In the system of class, however, the students claimed that Jews were more
ambiguously situated.
Class: “The Bubble”
Across the board, all of the participants explained that Jews, in general, were
agents in terms of class. However, the participants did problematize the idea of Jewish
class privilege. Class was a difficult topic for many of the Jews in this study, given the
nature of anti-Semitism and the stereotypes surrounding Jews and money. The
respondents recognized that Jewish economic success actually provided fodder to antiSemites. Having said that, all of the Jews uncritically accepted this as fact: all Jews are
wealthy. What made it difficult for many of the participants was their realization that the
supposed class privilege of Jews could actually hurt the Jewish community.
All of the participants discussed that the Jewish community has done relatively
well in this country regarding economic and education success. Michael stated in
discussing the class advancement of Jews throughout the last century, “The upward social
mobility of Jewish people in this country from generation to generation has been
unbelievable.” The other participants concurred with Michael that Jews were agents in
terms of class in this society. During the focus group when I commented that none of the
participants acknowledged that some Jews were poor, the participants from
predominantly Jewish neighborhoods stated that there were not “that many” Jews who
were poor. It seems to this researcher that the students believed that all Jews were indeed
wealthy, seeming to reinforce a noxious and prevalent anti-Semitic stereotype.
While this same standard anti-Semitic myth holds that Jews are wealthy, the
informants understood that Jews did not gain class privilege until they were seen as
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White. All of the participants realized that Jews were able to become agents in terms of
class when they were able to move unfettered into all-White suburbs. Naomi captured
this journey when she related the history of her own family:
My great grandparents weren’t so White, so they lived in urban ghettoes. As we
became White, the restrictive clauses came away. We could move into those
towns, though all of them weren’t available. The Whiter we became, the more
access we had.
In the words of the students, Jews could enjoy the trappings of class privilege and
distance themselves from the reality of those still trapped in segregated urban areas.
The Jews who were involved in progressive causes were critical of this process of
suburbanization. Many of the participants expressed anger at the way they perceived the
Jewish community “flaunted” (Yohanna) their class privilege. These students felt that
Jewish material success had made it easy for Jews to forget the history of Jewish social
activism; they believed that Jews were now in pursuit of the trappings of wealth. The
history of anti-Semitism allowed some Jews, in the view of these progressive Jews, to
bask in the material affluence they now had.
I think a lot of Jews allow that history of oppression to inform their lifestyle in a
cynical way. I think [wealthy suburban Jews] say, “Hey, we made it, congrats to
us.” Let’s build big synagogues because [our poorer foreparents] couldn’t have
them. Let us have this really visible opulent Judaism because they couldn’t. I
think it’s the wrong way to go, but I think that has a lot to do with why some Jews
act the way they do. (Benjamin)
The discussion concerning class and wealth highlighted a tension for many
participants: that becoming White and wealthy has eroded the Jewish community’s
historic commitment to social justice and tikkun olam (repair of the world). Moreover, the
relative class privilege of Jews in this nation had allowed them, in the minds of many
participants, to forget their historical experience of exile and oppression. Jaclyn
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explained, “I think that class [privilege] has changed the worldview of many Jews. Class
[privilege] blinds them to the plight of others.” Many of the participants bemoaned the
grandiosity and materialism of many Jews in this country. While they were happy that
Jews had become successful in this country, they did not want this at the expense of
“being Jewish” as they defined it.
The informants raised in predominantly Jewish neighborhoods of material wealth
assumed that their experience was universal in terms of Jews’ class agent status. These
Jews translated their experience of living among economically successful Jews to a belief
that Jews as a group were unhindered in their success by being Jewish. They assumed
that Jews had unfettered access in this society, unimpeded by ethno-religious
discrimination. They were not aware of poor or working-class Jews and assumed that all
Jews lived like the ones in their communities of origin.
Some of these participants from wealthier Jewish communities, however, did
recognize that these enclaves (or “the bubble” as the participants labeled it) impacted
how they understood the position of Jews in the systems under investigation. Because
these enclaves protected them from overt, external anti-Semitism, the students could
convince themselves that Jews were no longer victimized by oppression. Thus, in the
minds of those students raised in predominantly Jewish neighborhoods, the bubble affects
how these participants see themselves as targets and how safe they feel in a world that
still often hates Jews. Amanda, raised in an upper-middle-class Jewish neighborhood,
stated that class and location have impacted how she perceives these issues in a profound
manner:
I think [where I grew up] interacts so much with how I see myself as a Jew and
how I see Jews in the world. We have this power, we have this money and I think
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we cannot see certain things if we do not want to. I mean, I live in this wealthy
Jewish community. I don’t have to be around people who have stereotypes about
me. I never have to deal with the fact that there are people in this country who
despise Jews. How can I say I ever have had it bad as a Jew because I have this
money?
Jane made a similar point, when she claimed that “the bubble shields us. It really does.
We can live in this world that is of our own making, where people don’t hate Jews.”
Although few of the participants raised in these Jewish enclaves of material
wealth problematized whether the bubble really ensured Jews’ safety in the individual
interviews, they questioned their sense of physical safety during the focus group. After
hearing what some of the other participants have faced in terms of anti-Semitism, many
of the Jews from the “bubble” expressed anger at the sheltering they have had. Many of
them realized that they were not prepared to handle an anti-Semitic situation if faced with
it or to understand the dynamics of anti-Semitism as a social system. Some of the
participants told the group that they may not even recognize a covert anti-Semitic slur
because they have not had to develop any mechanism to deal with Jew-hatred. Judith
commented, “I probably wouldn’t even recognize [anti-Semitism] if it were subtle. I
don’t have those skills.”
The participants also realized that many of the choices they made on campus were
related to safety and comfort. Participants who had consciously joined organizations that
pushed them out of their psychological comfort zone knew others who had joined allJewish clubs and organizations in order to feel safe.
You know, it was scary for me to leave that cocoon. I could have immediately
rushed a Jewish sorority and not dealt with anyone who didn’t like Jews or had
some crazy ideas about us. The people I know who rush Jewish fraternities and
sororities want to be around people who will understand them, who will be safe.
(Naomi)
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Even those participants who had not thought deeply about issues of anti-Semitism
realized that money and life in the “bubble” affected how seriously they took antiSemitism. Jaclyn, who admitted to not having thought a great deal about anti-Semitism in
the past, did assert:
Unfortunately, money really masks what we have been through; it masks
oppression. You don’t have to deal with stuff if you are rich. I wonder what Jews
do who aren’t rich, they probably go through different things than us, and it’s
probably tougher.
Position Different Outside of the United States: To Come Out or Not to Come Out?
Although the participants all believed that Jews in the United States were secure
and had done remarkably well, they acknowledged that this position of relative power
and security did not translate to the rest of the world. Isaac, the one participant who had
family who lived abroad, related:
Worldwide Jews are hated; we are marginalized. A lot of Jews and non-Jews in
the U.S. only know the Jewish community here. I am proud of the Jews here, I
feel like America has been good for us. But that is not the world. I mean, Israel is
like the Jew of the nations. We are by ourselves except for the United States. I
really appreciate it, the help that we get from the U.S. But when I go to Europe, I
hear about the [evil Jews].
Many of the participants agreed with Isaac that Europe is particularly anti-Semitic
right now. Many of the participants who had been raised in predominantly Jewish
neighborhoods reported encountering overt anti-Semitism for the first time when they
went abroad for a semester or a year in Europe. Participants reported seeing huge
swastika on sides of buildings, host families making them attend Christian churches and
host families telling them that Jews run the world. The participants had found it
disconcerting to see such naked anti-Semitism in Europe, something they had never
experienced in this country and had only heard about from parents and grandparents.
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Stefanie and Michael, two students who did not explicitly experience antiSemitism while in Europe, also acknowledged that they never told their Spanish host
families that they are Jewish.
In Spain, I did not once tell my host family or any other Spaniard that I was
Jewish. My best friend who is Jewish and I, we both thought about that and made
a decision to not say anything. Even if it was unconscious, I had no idea what
people would think, but I was nervous. My mom told me not to bring anything
that would peg me as a Jew so I didn’t take my Star of David, my Chai necklace.
She told me not to talk about being Jewish because who knows what people
think? You just don’t know. (Stefanie)
Interestingly, they claimed that they did not consciously hide from people the fact that
they were Jewish; although both reported having family and friends express concern
about possible European anti-Semitism. Both of them said that they just knew not to tell
people, that people may mistreat them for being Jewish. Both of them expressed that they
had not thought about it at the time, but the questions in the interview made them realize
that in order to protect themselves, they had not “come out” as Jews.
Europe is not the only area in which anti-Semitism affects the position of Jews
and made participants nervous about being seen as Jewish. Yohanna attended a program
in Brazil, and Jaclyn attended a program in Australia. Both of them related stories of
stereotypical comments from host families and others from the host country. These
experiences made them understand that being Jewish puts one into a more tenuous
position in other countries. It also demonstrated to them that anti-Semitism is alive and
well in other countries.
As shown, the students reported that Ashkenazi Jews hold multiple, and often
contradictory, positions in U.S. systems of race, religion and class. The students claimed,
however, that non-Jews did not necessarily understand the Ashkenazi Jewish position as
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they themselves understood it. The students maintained that this difference in perception
impacted their relationship with non-Jews in the anti-racist program.
How I see this stuff is probably going to be different than how non-Jews see it.
That will affect how we work together. I mean, do they see the same thing I do?
Do they respect the identity issues I bring? (Dvora)
Question 2:
How do Undergraduate Ashkenazi Jews in Anti-racist Contexts Perceive their
Interpersonal Relationship with People of Color and with Whites in these Programs?
In answering this question, the participants focused on the similarities and
differences between both groups and often went back and forth between the two. While
many of the participants had thought a great deal about their relationship with those
designated as people of color in this society, few of them, except for those raised in
predominantly Christian neighborhoods, had thought about their relationship with White
Christians. This is not surprising, given that those raised in predominantly Jewish
neighborhoods have not been forced to think about their relationship with the dominant
group.
Participants noted the challenges posed by their efforts to articulate this unique
sense of difference and similarity with Christians and people of color. One challenge
came from the view that the Jews were attempting to claim unearned victim status. In the
focus group, the participants expressed their frustration at not being understood and
shunned by people of color when they attempted to discuss the places in which they saw
similarities with people of color and differences with White Christians. In the next
section where I discuss the third research question, I present more on this frustration.
Suffice to say now that Jews often feel shut down in discussing their singular identity
issues in diversity programs, the very places where they hoped they could feel most safe.
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Relationship with People of Color
The participants focused a great deal of their thoughts on the relationship between
Ashkenazi Jews and African Americans. Although the research asked about people of
color generally, all of the participants focused solely on the Jewish connection with
African Americans. It was not until the focus group that students discussed other
communities of color and with prompting.

Similarities between Groups
All of the participants reported that there were similarities between Ashkenazi
Jews and people of color, though the students exclusively discussed similarities between
Ashkenazi Jews and African Americans. Jews believe they share an experience that is
similar to African Americans, namely a history of oppression that has deeply affected
them. Moreover, Jewish women saw themselves as having common identity issues with
women of color.
Although the participants thought that they shared commonalities with African
Americans, they acknowledged that the relationship between African Americans and
Jews was not as close as it once had been. They noted that as White people, Jews have
had a very different experience from African Americans in the U.S. All of the
participants stated that racism affected the life chances of people of color in a different
manner than anti-Semitism affected Jews in this country, meaning that racism has kept
people of color poor.
As stated previously, all of the participants felt that there were connections
between Jews and African Americans, because both groups have been oppressed and
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marginalized. Participants told of the history of genocide, marginalization and hatred that
has occurred against both Jews in Europe and African Americans in this country. Again,
the participants focused mainly on African Americans when discussing people of color:
[0]ur experience is closer to minorities in this country, to slavery and to the
degradation of Black people. I mean, that is part of who we are as Jews and we
don’t forget that, we can’t forget that. (Isaac)
Because of the similarities in historical experiences, many participants believed
that Jews and African Americans had similar mindsets and relationships to their histories.
Oppression makes a community stronger, many participants felt, and that affects how you
see the world and how you deal with adversities in your life.
I think ... societal oppressions help us feel similar [to each other], like the
Holocaust and slavery, things that have influenced your ancestors and you, things
that you remember to keep you going. History has affected how you see your own
group and others. I definitely feel you might feel more connected to your history
because of the hard times your ancestors had. (Amanda)
Jaclyn asserted that there were issues that both groups struggle with due to this shared
history of oppression.
Genocide, afraid of losing our culture, all that stuff makes sense to me when I
hear it from people of color because we have gone through it. I mean, I find that I
make connections a lot to the experience of people of color.
Participants explained that many people of color did not appreciate that
oppression has impacted both groups. To the students, people of color who do not
understand the ways in which anti-Semitism has victimized Jews would not see
similarities between the two groups. Caleb explained that learning the history of Jewish
oppression would assist people of color in recognizing Jews as other oppressed people:
“I think when [people of color see the similarities between us], they learn to respect that
we have this uniqueness, this history.” Michael made a similar point when he stated, “If

123

Blacks know our struggle too, they realize that we are more alike in many ways. We are
similar.”
Not all of the participants spoke from a historical understanding in explaining that
oppression impacted both groups. Jane, the granddaughter of Holocaust survivors,
reported feeling an immediate connection to people of color because of her family
history. When I asked if she felt a connection with people of color in this society, she
stated:
Definitely. I can relate to what I hear people say when they talk about racism. My
grandmother’s experience was all about hatred. I can empathize with oppressed
people because I have been, my family has been oppressed.
When I asked her how she would handle someone challenging her assertion that she
understood oppression, she explained that in the anti-racist educational program she had
been asked pointedly how a wealthy White woman could know about oppression. She
described the psychological damage done to her family by state-sanctioned antiSemitism:
Because my grandmother was oppressed, I have been affected. I mean, she is
agoraphobic. She has a lot of issues that survivors had: fear of socializing, low
self-esteem and her parents taught them not to trust anyone. They wouldn’t let
their children out of the house. You know, my grandmother would not allow
someone who was not Jewish into the house. You know family, family, family,
that’s it. You will only have me, there is no one else. That has affected my life
because my mom is addicted to prescription medication, has serious social issues.
She needs drugs to help her get out of bed in the morning. I can relate to
minorities because, although the oppression hasn’t happened specifically to me
while people of color have had it happen to them, oppression has played such a
part in making me who I am today. I can relate.
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Historical Relationship between Blacks and Jews
Many of the participants, particularly the men in the study, noted the special
historical relationship between Blacks and Jews in this country that assisted in gaining
civil rights for the African American community.
There is no doubt that Jews have shared a special relationship with the fight for
equal opportunity in America, specifically in our ties with the Black community,
dating back to the Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s, and before. (Michael)
The participants mentioned this relationship also noting that this special
relationship had changed, especially in the past four decades as Jews have entered the
mainstream of American life. These participants told of the process by which Jews
became “White” and left the urban neighborhoods in which they once lived, thereby
leaving Blacks behind both literally and figuratively.
As Jews became less persecuted, more assimilated and more accepted within the
mainstream, Blacks remained excluded. The path to opportunity for Blacks remained
blocked by institutional racism and inequality in housing, education and jobs. The
participants believed that Jews had become apathetic and content with the status quo
when they moved out of the urban ghettos that the two communities had once shared and
into the suburbs. The student who was most critical of the Jewish community’s rise
stated:
I think it’s different than it used to be. Forty years ago Jews were still stigmatized
people so they very much did identify with the struggle of African Americans in
this country, the struggle for racial equality was similar to the struggle for
religious equality so it made perfect sense to see us as similar. The work with the
NAACP would help Jews, would help us make it in this country, it would make a
more equal society. (Benjamin)
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Jewish Women See Similarities with Women of Color
Jewish women saw themselves as similar to women of color in a way that was not
true for the Jewish men in the study vis-a-vis men of color. The women stated that Jewish
women faced many of the same issues women of color did in this society, such as not
fitting a particular standard of beauty and experiencing pain when men of their
community chose to marry outside of the ethnic group. Because of these issues, Jewish
female informants articulated that Jews and people of color were presently related while
Jewish male participants focused more on the historical relationship between Jews and
Blacks. When Jewish men said that there were similarities between people of color, they
focused on events decades ago. Jewish women, on the other hand, noted how Jews and
people of color were currently similar in a manner that Jewish men did not.
The trigger for the majority of women in discovering the similarities between
Jewish women and women of color occurred in cross-race dialogues with women of color
all-female settings. The all-female settings allowed Jewish women to discuss the different
gendered identity issues they face. These opportunities, although developed as cross-race
dialogues, created a space that allowed the Jewish women to see the ways in which the
various issues they faced as Jews were like those faced by women of color. Yohanna
facilitated a women of color/White women dialogue that offered an opportunity to
explore these issues in depth.
I was leading a women of color/White women dialogue in which half the White
women were Jewish and the non-White women kept saying that they didn’t feel
we were representing White women because many of the things we talked about
were similar to them: passing, assimilation, men of our group marrying outside of
the group and the pain that caused. We had a minority experience, and they saw
that. You know Jewish women and Black women in my group really found that
there were similarities even between our sadness at “our” men not finding us
attractive. I mean look [on] TV, most Jewish guys marry Christian women.
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Jewish women aren’t the desirable ones. They are the brunt of jokes. When I
talked about that, the Black women related to that.
All the participants who had been involved with such a dialogue reiterated
Yohanna’s experience in the White women/women of color dialogue. Participants in an
all-female dialogue were able to engage fully with women of color and to see similarities
that did not exist for Jewish men vis-a-vis men of color. Kate realized that anti-Semitism
is gendered so that Jewish men do not share the same identity similarities with men of
color in the same way Jewish women did with women of color. She asserted:
I think I appreciate my women of color/White women dialogue the most. We as
Jews were really able to talk about how we were similar to women of color....
The women [of color] seemed to listen to us [Jews]. We also figured out that a lot
of the stereotypes about Jews are really about Jewish women. You know, we get
them the most. That is not true for the guys. They aren’t similar to minority men
like we are to women of color.
During the focus group, all of the women who had participated in this particular
dialogue articulated their appreciation for the women of color/White women dialogue for
highlighting the similarities between the two groups. Although all the participants who
were part of a cross-race all-female dialogue did not initially mention this experience in
the individual interview, the group interactions within the focus group provided an
opportunity to remember and acknowledge the impact of that dialogue. Stefanie was
reminded of the experience during the interview and discussed at length the similarities
she discovered between Jewish women and women of color, similarities she had not
expected to find. After the topic was broached during the focus group, she declared:
I took Women of Color/White Women as my first dialogue and that blew my
mind. Everything that was wrong in communities of color was wrong with us....
Body image issues, I knew so many Jewish girls who starve themselves to look
like Kate Moss but our bodies don’t look like that. I know so many girls who tell
me “I hate my Jewish nose” and get plastic surgery. So much of the discussion of
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the issues they faced, made me realize that we had so much in common that we
didn’t with White people.

Asian Indians—The “New Jews”
During the focus group, I asked if there were similarities between Ashkenazi Jews
and communities of color other than African Americans. Some of the participants then
described the similarities between the Asian Indian community and the Jewish
community. Participants who described this often came from communities that had a
significant South Asian Indian presence. Jaclyn, who facilitates a dialogue with an Indian
American woman, explained the link between the two groups quite eloquently:
I swear they are so similar to us. They go through the same stuff about being rich
and cliquey and stick together. It’s like they are the “new Jews” so we often talk
about being this group that is oblivious to people and the stereotypes they have
about us and that hurts because it is like we are bad people. The stigmas are the
same. I’ll share something and she’ll look at me like I just read her mind. It’s
weird. I do think there are some minorities that we are similar to.
The participants who saw similarities between the two groups understood that
Indians were employing the same group strategies Jews had used earlier, in settling in
this country: remain invisible, attend college and make money to be safe. In addition,
they understood that there was a big push to marry a member of one’s group, which was
similar to the pressure many of the study participants felt to marry a Jew. Because of
these group strategies, the Jewish participants felt a connection to South Asian Indians.
Yohanna, however, articulated in the focus group a more in-depth understanding of the
stereotypes utilized against both groups and wondered aloud if both groups are meant to
serve as “middle men” between dominant White Christians and more disenfranchised
people of color.
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I hear that Indians are “too smart,” just like they say about us. Both groups are
told we are doing “too well” and we are hurting others because of “insatiable”
need to succeed. I think there is something there, something similar in the position
we are supposed to hold in society.

Differences between Groups
Although the participants did see similarities between Jews and two different
communities of color, they were all quick to point out that Jews have had a very different
experience from people of color in this country. While the participants did see similarities
in terms of having experienced oppression, most of them qualified it by stating that the
Jewish experience in Europe was comparable to that of people of color in the United
States, particularly African Americans. Those with strong historical understanding of
Jewish oppression did articulate that Jews had been treated poorly in the earlier part of
this country’s history, but stated that the bigotry experienced by Jews in the United States
was not as deadly or constant in the U.S. as racism.

White-Skin Privilege
The most critical difference the participants saw between the Ashkenazi Jews and
people of color was the fact that Jews receive white-skin privilege. Though many
participants recognized that Ashkenazi Jews have been treated socially as non-White in
the past, they declared that Jew have never been considered legally non-White.
Particularly since World War II, the participants argued, Jews have been seen as White
and have acted in ways that solidified their status as White people. A participant, who
identified as an ally in the struggle against racism, held:
We have this double legacy, as acting not like White people and doing the Jewish
thing but on the other hand acting just like White people, wanting that whiteness
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which meant doing things that are harmful to people of color, buying into racism
and segregation. (Pauline)
Even the participants who were acutely cognizant of the ways in which Jews were
targets, admitted that Jews had to acknowledge racially that they are seen as White in this
society, and that Jews have been accorded the legal benefits of whiteness in a society that
gave benefits on this basis. When confronted by an African American during her
discussion on the similarities between African Americans and Jews, Naomi reported
admitting the following:
I was talking about the struggles of Blacks and Jews and asked, “How come Jews
have money and Black people don’t?” I mean, let’s keep it real, and the answer is,
well, there are a lot of answers, but in large part because we are White. Jews are
White.
Isaac, who initially did not perceived himself as White and had a very strong
sense of the discrimination Jews faced throughout history, said that it was important to
recognize the difference between the treatment of those designated as people of color and
Jews in the United States:
Although [Jews] are like [people of color] based on our history of murder and
expulsion and genocide and hatred, it is hard to totally relate because we are
White and are treated that way most of the times. So there may be connections but
there is also mistrust because Ashkenazi Jews look White.
All of the participants, no matter their emphasis on the impact of anti-Semitism in
the lives of Jews, explained that Jews receive relative white-skinned privilege in a society
that benefits white skin. They recognized that they can enter stores and not be followed,
apply for credit and not automatically be assumed to be a credit risk, and move into
neighborhoods and not have property values go down.
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Racism is Foundational to the United States, while Anti-Semitism was Not
In addition to White privilege differentiating Jews and people of color, the
participants stated that racism served a different purpose in this country from the way that
anti-Semitism plays out. The students explained that this country was built on a
foundation of White supremacy. While the participants did discuss the impact of
Christian hegemony in the United States, they felt that White supremacy served as the
foundation of this country. Dvora stated, “Being a religious minority in a Christian nation
has consequences. It impacts you. But racism affects your life circumstances. It goes that
deep in this country.”
Even those who strongly identified with the history of Jewish marginalization in
this country held this feeling. Naomi, who identified as a historian of U.S. anti-Semitism,
stated:
I mean, I don’t know how to say this, but it’s like Jews, although oppressed here,
were not kept down like Blacks. Like, racism served as a different function than
anti-Semitism. Racism kept people of color down, but anti-Semitism and Jews
played a different role.
Relationship with White Christians
Participants spent significantly less time talking about their thoughts on
similarities and differences between Ashkenazi Jews and White Christians than on the
similarities and differences between Ashkenazi Jews and people of color. Many
participants admitted that getting people of color to see anti-Semitism as real was
important to them. To these students, getting White Christians to understand how
Ashkenazi Jews were similar and different did not seem as pressing.
Initially, the participants were more willing to focus on the similarities between
the two groups, claiming that focusing on differences may suggest a denial of white-skin
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privilege. They continually said that it was not important to discuss the differences
between White Christians and Ashkenazi Jews. When I asked why, they were hesitant to
move closer to this subject; most of them saw this question as a way to minimize the fact
that they are White. Many of the students explained that the purpose of these anti-racism
programs was to get Whites, Jewish as well as Christian, to realize the benefits of white
skin in this society.
Many Jews will want to get away from other Whites, distance themselves.
Who wants to admit that they are an oppressor? But Jews are White. It is too easy
for us to say, “Look, poor us. We are Jews. We are so oppressed.” But we get
incredible benefits in this country and need to deal with that fact. (Benjamin)

Similarities between White Christians and Ashkenazi Jews
Based on the earlier points presented in this discussion, it is not surprising that the
respondents contended that White Christians and Jews had something very powerful in
common in this society: whiteness. Given the nature of the intergroup dialogue program
that they are involved with, the participants spent a great deal of time and energy
discussing white-skinned privilege and the need for White people to challenge the
benefits they obtain because of their skin color. The students articulated the many ways
in which White people (Ashkenazi Jews included) receive advantages in this country.
The students acknowledged that they had not understood this initially and that it took
them some time to grasp this concept. To the participants, both Christians and Ashkenazi
Jews receive white-skin privilege. This fact, in their mind, bound them together in anti¬
racist work.
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Differences between Groups
What was interesting in the discussion of the differences between Jews and White
Christians was that the students from predominantly Christian neighborhoods were more
aware of the differences between groups. The students from predominantly Jewish
neighborhoods, on the other hand, reported that they had not thought as much about
White Christians as they had about people of color. In addition, those who were raised in
Jewish neighborhoods seemed more hesitant to highlight differences between the two
groups. Jaclyn expressed her fear during the interviewing by saying, “I don’t want to be
seen as trying to place a bridge between White people and running away from whiteness.
I don’t want to be accused of that.” Her statements suggest a sense of guilt that many of
the participants from Jewish neighborhoods had about being perceived as dismissing their
Whiteness.
A major difference that immediately came up for the participants was that Jews
are seen as a unique community on campus. At the university, the participants explained,
Jews are a group that appeared separate from the White Christian community, hold a
prominent place at the institution and are seen as a definable group on campus. In the
minds of the participants, the Jewish community is seen as a distinct and stereotyped
group in the same way that African Americans, Latinos and Asian Americans are distinct
and stereotyped. Thus, their experience on campus is not felt the same as “regular” White
folks.
Along with this idea that Jews are not “just” White people, the participants feel
linked to each other on campus and throughout the world in way that White Christians
may not. In discussing Question 3,1 present findings that support this finding. Here, I use
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a statement from a student illustrating the difference between White Christians and Jews
on campus that alludes and expresses his sense of group vulnerability to stereotypes:
Another thing that is different from Whites is this worry that minorities have of
having the whole group labeled if someone of their group does something wrong.
I always hope Jews don’t do bad things and if they do, I hate it. I get scared others
will lump us with that. I have always had that feeling, that gut feeling if someone
who is Jewish breaks the law and does something wrong. Do White [Christian]
people go through that? I don’t think so. They see themselves as individuals.
(Isaac)
Jews Have a Unique History for Anti-racist Work
The participants all reported that Ashkenazi Jews have a history that informs their
anti-racist work in a way that does not exist for White Christians. The first characteristic
of this history mentioned by the students was the strong cultural heritage of Jews. The
informants explained that often in anti-racist education, Whites generally proclaim that
they do not have a culture. In fact, many diversity educators will highlight that Whites
have had to give up their own ethnic heritages for the benefits of whiteness. The Jews in
this study did not understand this claim because they were both White and had a strong
ethnic culture. The informants articulated that they could not understand White Christians
who did not feel a connection with their ethnic communities. “I hear this idea that Whites
don’t have culture and I don’t get that. I am like, This White person here has a culture,
has one that goes back thousands of years’” (Dvora). All of the participants held that the
historical and cultural legacy of Jews was a pronounced and noticeable difference from
White Christians.
Akin to the similarities with people of color, the difference that was also
highlighted is the idea that Jews, because of the history of oppression, are somehow more
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understanding than White Christians. The participants unanimously felt that they were
able to draw from a wealth of history more readily than White Christians.
I think it gives me more understanding to come from a history where there was a
lot of discrimination against my community and the things I hear about from my
parents and my grandparents. I do think it can give you more empathy than others
[Whites]. (Pauline)
Anti-Semitism Affects Relationships with Non-Jews—Jews are “Super-Privileged White
People”
All of the respondents highlighted anti-Semitism and its impact on the
relationship between people of color, and White Christians and Ashkenazi Jews, namely
how non-Jews responded to the assertion that Jews were targets. The students who were
involved on campus with diversity or civic engagement efforts or who hailed from
predominantly Christian neighborhoods argued that many non-Jews neither understand
the history of Jewish oppression nor acknowledge that anti-Semitism remains a concern.
A lot of non-Jews don’t think Jews are oppressed. I mean, there are non-Jews who
don’t think Jews have been oppressed. They know about the Holocaust but they
think that was an anomaly. They don’t realize that so much of Jewish history is
about hatred, about oppression, about how we have been targeted. (Kate)
Amplifying this point, participants argued that it was anti-Semitism that caused people
not to see Jews as contemporary targets of anti-Semitism. For example:
I think a lot of how folks respond to us has a lot to do with what they think about
Jews. There is this stereotype about us, us being cheap and rich and a JAP [Jewish
American Princess, the supposedly materialistic Jewish woman] and spoiled and
having all this stuff. So there is this general stereotype of Jews having a lot of
privilege so how can you feel bad for them and how can you see them as fellow
oppressed people? I never thought about it this way until recently but it is almost
like anti-Semitism keeps people from seeing anti-Semitism or taking it seriously.
(Dvora)
When I asked what particular anti-Semitic feelings made it difficult for non-Jews
to see Jews as targets, the participants told me that the idea that Jews are rich made it

135

very difficult for people to see Jews as victims of hatred. Because the participants held
that many people did not see Jews as targets, I asked how people perceived Jews in terms
of identity. The participants explained that many people, especially people of color in the
minds of many respondents, saw Jews as not only agents but as “super-privileged White
people.” In other words, Jews were not merely undeservedly wealthy and not vicitimized
by discrimination, they represented and personified the wealthy White person who
benefits from whiteness at the expense of people of color. Ironically and considering the
recent construction of Jews as White people, Jews appear to represent White people in
general.
The students contended that they are also victimized by forms of anti-Semitism
that go deeper than general dismissal of target status. The students claimed that these
forms were linked to the reason that non-Jews did not perceive Jews as oppressed. When
discussing the anti-Semitism they faced on campus, the participants focused on two
forms of anti-Semitism they experienced that impacted how others related to them in
these intergroup dialogue programs: political anti-Semitism and economic anti-Semitism.
For those raised in Jewish neighborhoods, dealing with anti-Semitism for the first
time in their lives was particularly difficult. Many of them did not realize that people still
perceive Jews in a negative light. They had been taught that Jews were now insiders in
the United States and would never face the sort of hatred Jews faced in earlier decades.
Moreover, most were taught that anti-Semitism consisted solely of Hitler’s murder of
Jews in the Holocaust. When compared to that level of genocide, one was not supposed
to complain about lingering stereotypes out there. These Jews were taken aback by the
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stereotypes many non-Jews had about Jews and the hatred some had toward them, simply
because they are Jews.
It was weird because for the first time I had to deal with how I was being
perceived just because I was Jewish. That people had these really warped
stereotypes of Jews. You know, this was one of the defining moments of my first
year of college, my dealing with anti-Semitism and the stereotypes of Jews.
People always asking, “You’re Jewish?” with these negative glances, like they
couldn’t imagine that I could be a nice person and be Jewish. (Judith)

Political Anti-Semitism
A form of anti-Semitism that participants faced had to do with the current crisis in
Israel and Palestine. The participants, particularly those involved in political activities,
felt shunned by the university’s progressive student community because they supported
Israel. This was true whether or not they supported particular Israeli government policies
in the West Bank and Gaza. As with most groups of U.S. Jews, these participants held
widely divergent views on the situation. Some of them described themselves as nonZionists, however, they all supported Israel’s right to exist. Because of this belief, those
on the Left had called many of them “reactionary” or “colonizers” regardless of the
participant’s political orientation.
I get nervous about the anti-Semitism that I see on the Left. The anti-Israel stuff. I
want peace and I often agree with these people in what needs to be done, but it is
the malevolence they have for Jews, the supposedly evil reason Jews did things. It
seems really skewed to me. It is always about the evil Jews, what they wanted to
do to take over Palestine. Not the persecuted Jews who were trying to create a
homeland and made some mistakes. (Benjamin)
Even among so-called non-political people, participants met those who felt that
Jews were controlling the world and had malicious plans on world domination. One of
the participants, David, has been working on the John Kerry presidential campaign and
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often speaks to community organizations in the large nearby urban community. He
described an incident that had occurred a few months earlier:
I was speaking at a community center in [nearby city], predominantly African
American. Someone was talking about how we need to secure our place in the
world. He came up to me afterwards and we were talking. He asked me if I knew
what the real problem was, did I know what happened on 9-11 with the Israelis? I
said I didn’t know and asked him what happened. He said that there were 3,000
Jews that worked in the Trade Center that didn’t show up to work that day and he
said it very matter-of-fact like there was nothing wrong with what he said. That
threw me off, I didn’t know how to respond, and I mean it was blatantly antiSemitic. I mean, this guy was a federal marshal. These are people who are
supposed to protect us. And they believe this about Jews?
Because of the fear of being mistreated, many of the participants have shunned
political activity or have begun to work in more centrist organizations. Naomi, a selfdescribed socialist, has begin to work in the Democratic Party on campus to ensure that
she will not run into the anti-Semitism she states is rampant on the far Left on campus.
Although she enjoys the work she is doing, she is angry that she needs to misrepresent
her activities because of the hatred of others.
Why am I in a centrist organization on this campus? Why do some people
consider me middle-of-the-road on this campus? Simply because I support Israel’s
right to exist. That is messed up. It really is. I mean, looking at all the issues, I am
Left Wing, but I can’t go any farther to the left on this campus without running
into rampant anti-Semitism. I can’t do that, for my own mental health. (Naomi)

Economic Anti-Semitism—The JAP Stereotype
Another form of anti-Semitism noted by all participants had to do with the
stereotype of Jews as wealthy people, who segregated themselves from others to form a
clique of rich people. All of the participants explained that they had interacted with
people who believed that all Jews were rich. When I asked if this stereotype was
prevalent on campus, all of the participants affirmed that it indeed was. Although many
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of the participants had difficulty challenging this stereotype because all of the Jews they
met happened to be well off financially, they resented the focus on Jews when they saw
that many people on campus were wealthy. Many of the participants did admit that they
initially accepted the stereotype by either trying to distance themselves from the Jewish
community or fulfilling the stereotype since it was what was expected of a Jewish
woman. However, when they began to understand that Jews were being targeted for
behavior that many non-Jews on campus exhibited, they began to question the
stereotypes. Amanda, a member of a Jewish sorority, who had recently begun to critique
the view about Jews on campus, explained:
It’s funny, like 75% of this campus is wealthy but people focus on the 6,000 Jews
here. We are seen as snobby, as having more things, we stick together and that
might be around sorority life. Like, I have heard JAP, and it is one thing for us to
say it as a joke, like “that was such a JAPPY thing to do.” Among friends it is
such a common thing to say. But I know when other people say it has another
meaning, like it’s not meant as good-natured or funny. It’s more derogatory.
The stereotype of the rich Jew often came out in a sexist form as the stereotype of
the “JAP” or the Jewish American Princess, the supposedly spoiled, overly materialistic,
wealthy Jewish women. In the participants’ views, this stereotype was common on
campus and socially acceptable to express. All of the women interviewed discussed in
length the JAP stereotype, their feelings about the term, and their reaction to hearing it
and having it leveled at them when they matriculated at the university.
I do think Jewish women have to deal with that stereotype. You know, we have to
wonder what people start thinking about us once they hear we are Jewish women.
I definitely think it happens for women in sororities. I think that stereotype refers
to a lot of the women in sororities, [who] happen to be Jewish. There are Jewish
sororities. I didn’t join because I didn’t think that was my scene, but I definitely
think that everyone looks at the sorority girl in a certain way in the same way that
they would look as a JAP. So, the stereotype is there, it just happens to be worse if
you are in a sorority. (Dvora)
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Many of the female informants reported that they had spent much time during
their undergraduate career negotiating this stereotype. Most of the women explained that
their first year on campus was occupied with obsession over how they were seen by
others. Informants told stories of intentionally wearing baggy clothes, shunning women
who they felt fulfilled the stereotype, and being hyper-vigilant about others’ comments to
them. Naomi related the all-consuming anger she felt during her first year on campus:
I admit it, I was angry. When people would ask if I were Jewish, I was convinced
that they were thinking of me as a JAP. I was being asked why I didn’t join a
sorority. I would yell at people and ask them why did they expect me to join one.
Was it because I was Jewish? I was paranoid.
Female participants held that the stereotype affected them a great deal until they entered
the anti-racist educational program. They stated that the program provided them with the
psychological tools, such as an understanding that stereotypes are not the fault of the
subordinated group, to handle the myth. Ultimately, most realized that there was little that
one could do to control others’ perceptions of them.
Initially, the participants who grew up in Jewish neighborhoods thought the
stereotype was harmless, but as they got more involved in the anti-racist program and met
people who held the “Princess” idea about Jewish women, the more they realized that the
stereotype dehumanized Jewish women and Jews in general in the eyes of those who held
the stereotype. One student initially thought that the sexist and anti-Semitic stereotype
was harmless until she thought about what that said about being Jewish:
At home [in my predominantly Jewish town], we use the word JAP for people
who act a certain way who aren’t even necessarily Jewish. I mean that’s
interesting, think about it, that’s really messed up because I think it is how you are
with your economic standing more than your religion. It’s saying that if anyone
acts like obnoxious or something with money, that’s what being Jewish means. It
makes being materialistic and cheap and spoiled, synonymous with being,
specifically Jewish women. So that’s anti-Semitic and sexist. (Jaclyn)

140

As stated earlier, these stereotypes come together to form this idea that Jews are
“super-privileged” White people. In this view, Jews were seen as wealthy reactionary
colonizers who neither deserve the success nor the nation state of Israel they have. When
I asked during the focus group whether many people believed that Jews were not targets
but rather extra-privileged Whites, the group felt that many people on campus, especially
people of color, held this idea about Jews. They explained that when people hold this
view, they are not able to see Jews as natural allies in the struggle against oppression, do
not respect the history of Jews vis-a-vis anti-Semitism, and are often resentful when Jews
explain the positions they hold in a system of oppression. In other words, many non-Jews
believe that Jews are trying to claim underserved victim status. As will be discussed
shortly, the participants were frustrated that the staff and faculty who administer these
anti-racist/diversity programs seemed uninterested in challenging these anti-Semitism
stereotypes.
Question 3:
In Working with Programs that Focus on Understanding Racial Positionality,
How do Undergraduate Ashkenazi Jewish Anti-racist Peer Educators Position
Themselves?
This section examines how participants viewed the location of Jews in programs
that highlight one’s racial position as a major crux of the pedagogy. As stated previously,
the participants have not studied anti-Semitism or the intersections between racism,
classism and anti-Semitism in these programs. Thus, the interviews caused them to
examine their beliefs around the racial position of Ashkenazi Jews in these programs
possibly for the first time.
However, once these issues were introduced, the participants explored the racial
positionality of Ashkenazi Jews with a great deal of depth. This was especially true for
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the focus group, which allowed the participants to share their experiences in the anti¬
racism program and to articulate their insights with individuals whom they trusted, whom
they believed shared these opinions, and whom they believed would not try to dismiss
these feelings, as many people had.
A point that quickly became apparent during the individual interviews was that
the participants from predominantly Jewish neighborhoods had not thought a great deal
about where they position themselves racially as Jews in anti-racist/diversity education
programs. For these people, it took some researcher probing before they were able to
think about and respond to the issues being discussed.
I have never really thought about where I fit in as a Jew. I mean, it’s about being
White in these settings. I have always been around Jews so I don’t see Jews any
differently than other Whites. In my town, the Whites are overwhelmingly Jewish.
(Judith)
On the other hand, those raised in predominantly Christian neighborhoods had
thought in depth about being Jewish in social justice education programs. These students
reported that their being Jewish did position them differently from White Christians and
thus offered these Jewish students from Christian neighborhoods a unique perspective in
anti-racist settings: being both White and “other.” Not only was this true for those who
were raised in non-Jewish neighborhoods but also for those who had engaged in diversity
and civic engagement activities while in college.
Frustration at Having to Explain—or Having Their Own Identity Confusion
The participants were uniformly frustrated by having to explain themselves and
educate non-Jews about their issues. They were particularly hurt that others expected
Jews to educate about Jewish issues, whereas other targeted groups were not expected to
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educate the agent group. Many participants related stories of being asked to explain what
Jews felt and to serve as a spokesperson for “the Jewish position” on an issue.
However, many of the participants realized that their frustration often came from
their own confusion about their identity. In their words, Jewish identity is complex and
multifaceted. They did not feel that they could adequately articulate it to others because
they were attempting to understand it themselves. They feared that if they were asked
about the unique nature of Jewish identity and were not able to adequately describe it,
non-Jews would simply dismiss any further examinations of the complexity of
Jewishness. Dvora admitted that she was nervous about misrepresenting Jewish identity:
I am still learning myself. If I am asked and get it wrong, people won’t listen to us
anymore. It’s as if I might get this one chance, blow it and then ruin it for all
Jews. That would be a lot of pressure.
Moreover, the participants did not feel that non-Jews respected that being Jewish
might be a salient identity for Jews. The students claimed that non-Jews became
exasperated when Jews attempted to differentiate themselves as a separate group. The
participants did feel that students and staff in the anti-racist program viewed discussing
Jewish identity as subterfuge to evade struggling with their White privilege. While the
participants did acknowledge that although some Ashkenazi Jews may avoid grappling
with the benefits of being White in this society, they felt that assuming that all Jews were
doing this when highlighting their Jewishness was disrespectful. They also felt that if
Jewish students were grappling with White privilege, staff should assist them in an
educational way, not by simply telling them they are White. Michael stated when
discussing the challenges Jews face in these the anti-racist programs: “If someone is not
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able to deal with their whiteness, try to understand where they come from. Don’t shut
them up or dismiss their concerns. Engage them and educate them.”
During the focus group, the students also acknowledged that much of this
frustration arose from their not fully understanding the dynamics of anti-Semitism
themselves. The participants reported that they were embarrassed when asked to educate
non-Jews on a system that they did not themselves understand. Jaclyn, who was raised in
a predominantly Jewish neighborhood, explained: “I get uncomfortable being asked
about instances of anti-Semitism I have dealt with or about the history of anti-Semitism.
Other than the Shoah [Holocaust], I know nothing.” Even students raised in
predominantly Christian neighborhoods reported feeling uncomfortable when asked to
discuss anti-Semitism. Caleb stated, “I certainly don’t know it all about anti-Semitism. I
don’t want to have to explain because I am there [in the anti-racist program] to figure it
out.”
Later in this section, I discuss the issues the participants asserted should be
understood in order to comprehend the unique place of Ashkenazi Jews in the United
States. As a primer, I offer this statement from a student who discussed the need to go
beyond dichotomous thinking when thinking about Jews:
You know, people don’t want to go that deep but you have to go that deep in
order to understand. So, it’s either we are just like people of color or we are just
like White Christians, with no understanding of our unique experience here, in the
world. Like, we are a minority, but we are not [people of color].... We are
somewhere in between the two groups. (Dvora)
Struggle with Static Categories
Dvora’s statement suggests that part of the difficulty with positioning Jewish
identity in these anti-racist programs comes from the bimodal manner in which the
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categories of identities are discussed. For many of the participants, the anti-racist
educational program and other such programs articulated social identities as if they were
fixed and easily compartmentalized. The students discussed at great length that Jewish
identity was nuanced, cutting across many dimensions of identity. The participants held
that non-Jews often felt that Jews were trying to “wiggle out of being the oppressor”
(Naomi) by contending that Jews were difficult to characterize using the current
dichotomous social identity/justice models. Naomi continued on this subject, “the
categories [used] are helpful when you are first discussing this stuff. You need the
‘either/or’ model to grasp the material. But life isn’t really like this, is it?”
Jewishness is Multifaceted
In the participants’ view, Jews are not merely a religious group in this country,
though anti-Semitism is generally only discussed as religious oppression. Many
participants in this research commented that they knew Jews who were not religious at
all, but who still strongly identified as Jews. The participants felt that Jews were an ethnic
group and a cultural group as well as a group that is sometimes racialized. The only
avowed secular Jew in the study, stated:
I mean it is not about religion. It’s not about politics, and people will ask, what is
the difference then about being Jewish? There must be nothing. And I am like,
wow, there is so much about being Jewish that is different, not just religion
because you can totally be secular and still strongly identify as a Jew. I mean look
at me. I am totally secular and totally Jewish. (Benjamin)
To the participants, Jews were often misunderstood because they crossed so many
dimensions of identity: religion, culture, nationhood, ethnicity and race. The students
were not overly critical of non-Jews who did not initially grasp the multiple axes of
identity, but did challenge those who were not willing to support Jews as they grapple
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with these questions. The participants stated that they were not immediately upset with
those who were ignorant of where Jews fit, because they themselves often were confused
about what being a Jew meant in the world. They did, though, want non-Jews, especially
social justice educators, to appreciate that Jewishness was complicated. The participants
were insistent that diversity educators begin to understand the multiple positions that
Jews occupy.
I don’t think they get the complicated nature of Jewish identity. I mean they use
this book [.Readings for Diversity and Social Justice]. It has a pretty decent
section on anti-Semitism. I thought that the articles were really good and I was
glad that at least someone recognized anti-Semitism because [the program] sure
as hell doesn’t. But I felt the section really touched on the issues of religion,
ethnicity and race. I think for most Jews it is all of those things wrapped up so
when you just call it a religion, you think that this person doesn’t get you at all.
Why don’t they read it? If they did, it certainly did not come out in their teaching.
(David)
Targets within an Agent Group
As stated earlier, all of the participants identified as White and saw the United
States Jewish community as a White ethnic community. Although they did see Ashkenazi
Jews as White, the participants did qualify where Jews fit under the “White” rubric. For
the participants, Jews were targets in the agent group.
I think we are targets in the agents, bottom of the top. We are White, but we don’t
receive as much privilege as someone who is White and Christian, but we receive
more privilege as someone who is Black. Not all White people are equal. (Dvora)
Dvora’s statement represents the other participants’ views that not all Whites
were on the same level, even in the category of “White.” They equated whiteness with
European Americans. Many of them felt, due to the history of discrimination against
Jews throughout European and U.S. history, Jews were not seen or treated as White as
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WASPs. Because of the Jewish history of exile, violence and genocide throughout the
world, the participants held that Jews were not considered “as White as" other Europeans.
This contention was especially true for those who articulated an understanding of
historical and contemporary anti-Semitism. These students all explained that Jews were
the primary racialized “Other” in Europe. As these participants asked: how could we be
equal to the descendants of people who saw us as non-European a few generations ago
and an ocean away? These participants also explained that racialized anti-Semitism is a
force in this country as well, thereby, targeting Jews. Because of this complex history of
oppression, Jews have an unusual place in the racial landscape.
Those participants who held a nuanced understanding of racism and antiSemitism as overlapping systems of oppression maintained that because Jews had only
recently been seen as White by the majority of this society, Jews as a group illustrated the
social constructivist nature of race. They explained that Jewish change in racialization
demonstrates that race is not “essential,” but rather a social construction. If Jews could go
from one end of the racial spectrum to the other as they have done in the past century, the
participants felt, this experience could be used as a pedagogical tool to educate others that
race is not something that is immutable. One of the student leaders succinctly articulated
the role Jews can play in anti-racist work, given this history:
Some Jews, though, who really understand their unique position in the racial
identities configuration, they realize that they are not on the same playing field as
other White people. They are more actively engaged in these racial issues because
they realize that they are not totally equal. (Benjamin)
Jews are Both/And Simultaneously
When discussing the idea of being a target within the agent group, the students
claimed that Jews were simultaneously White and “Other.” To the students, Jews were
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not merely White people, members of the racially privileged group in this country but
also Jews, a subordinated ethno-religious group. One could not understand the racial
location of Ashkenazi Jews without understanding how Jewish identity impacts that
position. Moreover, because White supremacy was predicated on the belief that “true”
Whites are Christian and that Jews are a mongrel “race,” Jews always had to contend
with being both Jewish and White and could not separate those two identities easily.
We never feel like we are just White. I can talk about white-skinned privilege, I
can talk about whiteness, but my Jewishness is always there, my history is always
there. The worldwide Jewish community is always there. So, I need people to
know that it can never be separated. It’s confusing; we are White and Jewish. The
KKK hates us [and] the militia hates us. We are different than White Christians.
We don’t fit into the whole “White Americana,” Norman Rockwell, Christmas
thing. But we get White privilege, so we have a tough time dealing with both.
(Jaclyn)
I know we are White, but we are also Jewish. We are both. We are agents and
targets at the same time. I mean just about everyone has agent and target identities
all within one [person]... but being Jewish is an agent and target all in one
[identity]. You can’t separate the two. (Caleb)
Shifting Context Shifting Identity Prevalence
Although all the students insisted that they were simultaneously White and
Jewish, the participants claimed that the salience of their racial and ethno-religious
identity changes depending on the group they are with. For the participants, their
whiteness was most salient when they were working with people of color. When
discussing this salience, the students explained that it was most critical to focus on
oneself as a White person when working in cross-race anti-racist settings. When working
with other White people in anti-racist settings, however, the participants felt that their
Jewish identity was most prevalent and most present for them.
When we are with people of color, we are White. We get white-skinned privilege,
that’s for sure. But when we are with White Christians, we become out of the
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White group. I definitely think of my whiteness or Jewishness based on the group
I am with. With White people, it’s my Jewishness, with people of color it’s both.
My Jewishness is always there, but with people of color I am cognizant that I am
also perceived as White. I think that shows there is this shifting context. One
place we are White, one place we are Jews. (David)
Other participants agreed with David’s assertion that Jews experienced an identity shift
depending on the group they were working with.
In varying contexts Jews fit different groups.... In a group of White people, Jews
are on the out. If you change the context and it’s a room with people of color, we
are privileged White people. (Benjamin)
Although the salience of one’s racial or ethno-religious identity can shift, depending on
the group context, the participants all articulated that being Jewish was most salient in
their minds. The students explained that many non-Jews minimize the salience of
Jewishness for Jews and merely see them as White. They acknowledged that they wished
non-Jews in these anti-racist programs could begin to appreciate the importance of their
Jewish identity.
The participants realized that they had learned how to place their most salient
identity, being Jewish, in the background, to focus on other identities in order to further
the aims of social justice. However, for all of the participants, their being Jewish was
always present in their consciousness. They learned that they could hold two identities at
the same time, a skill that they treasured.
When I am with a Black woman, I am a White woman ... [because it] is a
question of perception and what is on the forefront, what differentiates me, so
when I am with White Christians, it is the Jewishness. So, the focus changes for
people... but for me, I am always both. You learn how to negotiate the change.
(Naomi)
I definitely think of myself as White. I mean, look at me. I look White. But it is
strange that I also feel different. It is just weird. I don’t always like the term
“person of color.” Sometime I like minority because then we are also included. I
know the history of racism, and I know we did not go through the same thing in
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this country, although we were treated that way in Europe. But we are seen as the
Other, as [racially] different here too. We were treated very poorly. I don’t know.
It’s just that my experience doesn’t make sense because I am White and this stuff
isn’t supposed to happen to White people. Like we are the majority, but I don’t
feel like the majority...and it often has to do with race. (Kate)
Kate’s point alludes to the idea that the language we utilize to discuss race is often based
on models that do not offer nuanced or non-binary ways of thinking about race. Other
participants reported that it was difficult for Jews to understand themselves in such a
racialized way, given that the language was unavailable to describe the ways in which
Jews are both White and “Other.” The participants argued that given the complexity of
Jewish identity, it is not surprising that language does not capture the multifaceted nature
of Jewishness. “A little bit of this, a little bit of that. We are meshuggenah [crazy]. We
don’t fit so we cannot talk about it. You have to go outside the current thinking, to go
beyond the Black and White.” (Jane)
Struggle with the Binary System
The participants all claimed that they had resisted the dichotomous model of race
utilized by anti-racist programs. The students asserted that a model that stated that there
were position differences between various communities of color but that all Whites were
assumed to be the same particularly challenged them. The students held that the anti¬
racist program did not acknowledge that White people were not situated equally under
the “White” rubric. For these participants, the White racial identity did not meant the
same thing for Jews as it did for others, given the ways in which whiteness is conflated
with Christian religious identity.
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White Implies Christian
As suggested earlier in this chapter, many of the participants held that Protestant
Christianity was tied to whiteness in the U.S. All of the participants, except those raised
in predominantly Jewish neighborhoods who were also members of Jewish fraternities
and sororities, declared that the racial term “White” implies Christian in much of this
society. For these students, since “real” Whites were Christian, Jews would never be seen
as indisputably White. When the fratemity/sorority members from predominantly Jewish
neighborhoods were introduced to the idea that whiteness was equated with Christianity,
they initially made it quite clear that did not necessarily make Jews less White. Judith
stated, “Yeah, White might mean Christian in places, but we are White. Yes, yes, we are.
It doesn’t mean that we are less than [White Christians].”
During the focus group, Jane, who is a member of a Greek-letter organization and
was raised in a predominantly Jewish neighborhood, made the point that Jews were
primarily a religious minority, and that this minority status was not linked to race.
Yohanna, who was raised in a rural area of the Midwestern state, challenged her and
mentioned that there were people who did think of Jews as not-quite-White because of
the equation of Christianity with whiteness. Many of the students from Jewish
neighborhoods admitted that they had never considered that there might be people who
think being Jewish makes one less White than a White Christian. Judith explained it this
way: “Where I am from, it is not a contradiction. White usually means Jewish. Not like
some of us here, where White means Christian. For us, White only meant Jewish.” David,
who grew up in a predominantly Christian neighborhood responded, “But your area is the
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different one. It is the bubble. The rest of society is how it really is, not where you are
from.”
All of the students stated that whiteness and Christianity are often conflated in
U.S. society and that all White people are assumed to be Christian. Because of equating
whiteness with Christianity, many participants contended that Jews were somehow “offWhite.” White people and that unconditional White privilege for Jews is contingent on
passing as Christian.
I have white skin, but let me go to Brighton or Howell to a meeting and you know
I am not White. In those places you are aware: full White means Christian. When
I hear White, I think Christian. (Yohanna)
The relative White privilege Jews get, in the view of the participants, is often predicated
on “passing” or being seen as a White Christian or at least as much like a White Christian
as one can. The participants, in their interviews, declared that whether Jews were seen as
unequivocally White depended on location, how Jewish one “looked” based on style or
facial features, and one’s level of observance. In other words, Jewish acceptance was
predicated on the ability to “pass.”
During the focus group, a spirited discussion took place about “passing” and
whether the ability to do so was a good or bad thing for the Jewish community. Although
many participants did relay that passing was a burden, some participants were honest and
admitted that they were glad that they were not obviously targeted in the same manner as
people of color and that they could hide when scared.
Having white skin does make it different for us because we can hide. I can pass if
I am unsure what people think of Jews. This is [what] is weird because if I know
they are treating me a certain way because they don’t know, that’s kind of weird.
Like I was driving up north and stopped in this gas station, a small one. The guy
has signs for the [racist] Militia, so I knew he didn’t like Jews, and it scared me
but I needed gas so I just thanked God I looked the way I did (laughs). (Kate)
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Kate, in this statement, alludes to another fact that many participants discussed.
Those who articulated that Jews were concurrently White and non-White talked about
Jews in the White Supremacist imagination during their individual interviews and
brought it up during the focus group. The question about the difference between being
White in a system of White privilege and non-White in a system of White supremacy
came from the words of Yohanna:
We are White in many ways, but I lived in a place where there were Whites that
clearly told me that I was not White. I mean, I am White on a day-to-day basis,
but I knew not to go to certain places where I could be hurt for being seen as nonWhite. That makes you sort of schizophrenic. You are this but also that?
For those raised in predominantly Jewish neighborhoods, being brought face-toface with those people in this country who see Jews as non-White was a shock. Many of
these students knew that these individuals and groups existed but never thought they
would have to come in contact with this racialized form of anti-Semitism. They listened
bewildered to those who have experienced living with or learning about White
Supremacist movements and their hatred of Jews. After hearing from those participants
who knew this, they expressed their anger at not knowing and being put at risk by this
lack of knowledge.
It pisses me off that I don’t [know] this because I need to know it. I need to know
if there are people out there who don’t like me, who may hurt me. I know our
parents and grandparents tried to shield us from this, but does it help us, really? It
is much better to be prepared for this level of hatred. (Stephanie)
The participants who had taken courses that focused on hate groups shared their
learning during the focus group, often in great detail. Jane and Yohanna reported that
they both took the same class that brought students in contact with anti-Semitic websites,
although their reactions to the material were different. Jane began, “I was floored by the
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level of hatred against us. I mean, they hate us. They think we are this mongrel race
trying to control the world.” Yohanna, on the other hand, explained that she was familiar
with these groups, having been raised in a part of the state with known Klan activity, “I
knew they were out there. This was part of my life, knowing where to go and where not
to go. I knew they see us as less than them.”
The Jews from predominantly Jewish neighborhoods who were also members of
historically Jewish fraternities or sororities were generally shocked that there were still
people in this society that saw Jews as non-White. Although they knew intellectually that
these groups existed, they did not realize the prominence Jews play in the White
Supremacist imagination.
I knew there were Jew-haters. But the hate groups cannot stand us. They think we
are all powerful, that we control the world. We are this evil [non-White] race that
looks [like] the majority [in that we have white skin], which make us scarier....
[as if] we want race-mixing to kill the White race. It is scary because you wonder
if you meet people ... [do some of them] think this? (Amanda)
As Stefanie alluded earlier, these participants felt betrayed by their elders in the
Jewish community, in that they were shielded from this information. They clearly felt
that knowledge, in this case that there were people who hate Jews, is power.
Whiteness Does Not Confer the Same Safety for All Whites
Because White implies Christian, and Jews are made to feel that they are included
as long as they “pass,” whiteness seems to have significant costs to the Jewish
community as well as granting privileges. The participants felt that whiteness for Jews
has been a double-edged sword, providing unparalleled opportunities but not without
costs. For many of the students, there was a mix of pride and sadness when discussing
this idea: pride that Jews have become accepted in this country and sadness that Jews
have had to relinquish some of their uniqueness in order to become acceptable. Many of
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the participants held that receiving the benefits of whiteness enticed Jews to assimilate
and thus to minimize their Jewish identity. Jaclyn stated it best when told the group that
“[Jews] have lost something because of being White as well as received something. We
have lost who we are while we gained privilege.”
In the words of the participants from Christian neighborhood and those involved
in additional diversity/civic engagement activities, whiteness also diminished the
consciousness of Jews vis-a-vis anti-Semitism. White people, in the participants’ minds,
are not oppressed as a group; therefore, if you see yourself as White, you do not have to
worry about discrimination. Since anti-Semitism is often covert, Jews are usually not
forced to deal with it as blatant Jew-hating. Especially in neighborhoods that are
predominantly Jewish, Jews can generally not focus on their target identities and, in fact,
can come to believe that anti-Semitism no longer exists.
I think whiteness helps us collude with anti-Semitism a lot. We are White and
able to fall into the mainstream so it makes it easy for us to forget about things.
You know, there isn’t that constant reminder that you are different in a society
that focuses on whiteness. I think being White has had some costs too, not just
privileges, and I think those people show it because they were able to forget who
they were (and actually not forget because they never knew). So, whiteness can
erase who we are too. Whiteness and assimilation has impacted how we will stay
together as a community. (Dvora)
In addition to allowing Jews not to focus on their Jewish identity, many of the
participants held that being White made it more difficult for others to see Jews as an
oppressed people. As noted earlier, many Jews felt that they were asked to serve as a
spokesperson for their group. They contended that many of the people asking them to
perform such a task would never ask a person of color to do this. They felt that being
White allowed others not to realize this faux pas and assume that they would not be
bothered by others’ need to have them continually educate non-Jews.
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Some of the participants, however, stated that the history of the Jewish
community in this country was that of a group who desperately wanted the trappings of
whiteness. The Reform Jews in the study expressed their understanding that the purpose
of Reform Judaism was to facilitate assimilation. Naomi expressed her confusion about a
movement that she loves but was meant to help Jews assimilate, something she thinks has
hurt Jews:
I love being a Reform Jew. I do. But Reform Judaism was created to help
assimilate us to this society. Look at the old Reform temples. They look like
Congregation churches. They became like Christians: Sunday services, organs, no
Hebrew. They were the way for us to be seen as a member of a Jewish church.
During the focus group, a vigorous discussion ensued about the Jewish community’s
desire for the privileges that whiteness offered and the understandable reason that Jews,
as an oppressed community, would strive to become part of the majority group in this
country.
Because Jews are a “different kind of’ White people, the participants asserted that
being Jewish was complex and could not be understood using the current models. They
realized that the complexity of Jewish identity made understanding Jews as a group more
difficult. They contended that social justice educators should challenge their own
thinking to realize that Jews are different and to challenge target/agent dichotomous
thinking. The participants stated that it was not up to them to teach the educators about
their experience, but rather the educators have a mission to grapple with groups that
straddled multiple axes of power, oppression and privilege.
The models we use are very dichotomous. You are the oppressor or the oppressed,
and it isn’t always that easy.... We go across both, and it shouldn’t be our job to
teach them. They should try to understand us, do the homework because we are
not the only group that does that. Don’t make us think we are the strange ones
when it might be the categories that are problematic. (Yohanna)
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Akin to the dichotomous models used in social justice education programs, the
participants also reported that the sole focus on experience in the United States was
difficult for a group that crossed many national boundaries.
Struggle with U.S.-Only Focus
Social justice educators often focus solely on the United States when working
with undergraduate students. These educators contend that it is most important to
simplify one’s understanding of privilege, power and oppression vis-a-vis groups in the
U.S. The participants, however, all stated that limiting the discussion on Jewish identity
to the United States makes it impossible to truly grasp the issues facing the Jewish
community.

Jews as a Diaspora People
The participants all reported that Jews are a multinational, historical community
and that this fact impacts how Jews see themselves. As the participants stated, Jews have
a continuous 3,000-year history that is present in the awareness of the majority of the
Jews in the world. Moreover, Jews live on all continents, in many countries and come in
many shapes and sizes. To the participants, few people understood this fact and even
fewer respected their identity as members of a group that is part of a Diaspora.
While most diversity educators attempt to keep discussions focused on the current
era, unless they are discussing the historical factors that have brought us to this point,
Jews think on a scale that encompasses Jewish history of some five millennia. The
participants also argued that Jews could not be understood without taking into account
the psychological toll that millennia of oppression have on a group of people. One of the
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biggest challenges for the participants was only examining Jewish history through a lens
of 350 years. Many participants argued that Jews saw the United States experience as an
exception rather than the rule because of their panoramic view of Jewish historic
oppression.
We think in terms of Jewish history and most diversity folks don’t. They think of
America, so of course it looks like things have been relatively good for us here so
why are they complaining? In order to understand us, you have to understand that
we are looking at 5,000 years, not just what? 225 years? (Caleb)
In other words, the participants argued that Jews placed the United States on the
Jewish history timeline, rather than placing Jewish oppression on a U.S. timetable. They
realized that their doing this contradicted what diversity educators attempted to do with
Jews. The Jews, while cognizant that America has indeed been good to “the Jews,” hoped
that social justice educators would one day understand that this positive experience was
very different from the experience of Jews throughout history and across the Diaspora.
But they need to know we are Diaspora, we have this historical connection. I
remember in [the anti-racist program], they keep trying to place us in the
American timeline, but we do the exact opposite. We put America in the Jewish
timeline so of course, while it is a positive blip in the line, it still is just a blip. It is
not usual that we have been accepted. I also know that in America, although I live
here, I have another home. We all have another home. (Yohanna)

Connected to Other Jews
As members of a diasporic people, the students held that they were connected to
other Jews throughout the world. The participants saw themselves as part of a worldwide
community and realized that what happened to Jews elsewhere in the world affected them
in the United States. In other words, the participants all saw themselves as part of a multi¬
ethnic, international diasporic people. While they admitted that the United States was a
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safe and secure place for Jews, they felt linked to Jews throughout the world. No matter
their thinking on other issues of Jewish identity and oppression, they felt this connection.
I remember last year, reading an article about the synagogue burnings and the
attacks on Jews in Europe that are happening now. I think as Jews we definitely
identify with other Jews, what they’re going through. You know, when something
happens to Jews in another part of the country or another part of the world, we
notice it, and we talk about it. (Judith)
Another student, who described herself as not particularly connected to the Jewish
community, demonstrated a similar point when she described the connection she feels
with other Jews:
I would describe the solidarity of Jews, that even if we are spread out, there is this
bond that keeps us together. We are part of this large community. I have heard it
described as part of the tribe, and while it sounds kind of silly to me, I think it
definitely makes sense to me and explains us very well. You feel like you are
connected. Help Jews worldwide, the plight of Jews in other places, and like even
if I don’t agree with everything Israel does, I support Israel. I don’t support all
their actions, but as a country I support them because it is the Jewish state.
(Pauline)
Along with this sense of being connected to Jews throughout the world, many of
the participants felt connected to the history of anti-Semitism throughout the past 3,000
years. In addition, they believed that any negative things occurring in other places to Jews
could easily happen in the United States. This feeling was especially true for those with a
keen understanding of anti-Semitism as a historical cyclical social system, since they
often were familiar with the ebb and flow nature of anti-Semitism throughout the history
of the Jewish Diaspora, that Jews are safe and suddenly lose all rights and privileges
when something occurs to disrupt society. Participants explained eloquently how the
Jewish history of genocide, dispersion, and discrimination has impacted, and continues to
impact, Jews in the United States; how global consciousness is a necessary context to
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understand Jewish identity; and how unique it is to maintain cultural identity in a
Diaspora:
Since there is history of oppression against Jews, so you have to know that, know
what we have gone through which manifests itself in this oppression complex.
Understand why we feel this because we have really good reason to feel a little
paranoid. Even though things may look rosy today and it may seem strange
because we are White people who seem to be succeeding quite well. But for
pretty much all of recorded human history, we have been kicked out of places,
have been hated and have suffered through ebbs and flows of tolerance and
hatred. Whenever anything bad happens, it is the Jews who are blamed and
targeted. We get scapegoated. Look at what is happening in Europe and in the
Middle East, at Durban. That is a very important part of understanding what it
means to be Jewish. It is important to the psyche of Jews today. To ignore that is
to ignore who they are. (Dvora)
It would be helpful to talk about us as a Diaspora. [Anti-racist programs] focus on
this nation and the context of the United States. I understand that, but it is hard for
Jews to just stick here. We are a worldwide people. What affects a Jew in, say,
Iran affects me here. I mean look at Israel, even Jews who are unconscious of
other issues, they stay in touch with what is going on there, because it affects us.
The anger at Israel affects us everywhere. Look at the rise in anti-Semitism in the
world, in Europe. It frightens me, but it is because of what is going on in Israel, so
we need to know what is happening elsewhere. The treatment of Israel in the
world, linked with worldwide increase in anti-Semitism, shows that Jews are
connected to each other. (Yohanna)
Because [anti-racist programs attempt] to focus on the context of America, it
makes it difficult for us to be fully understood. If you just look at Jews in the
context of America, people will say “what are you complaining about?” You have
not been killed. You are not in danger. I mean there are still people who don’t
know about the Holocaust until she came to college. But it is difficult to not be
able to bring these subjects up in class because it is important to understand the
experience of Jews. Being Jewish is pretty phenomenal. I mean not many cultures
have kept their religion, their language, over 2,000 years in a Diaspora. Let’s talk
about that. So far America has been one of the safest places for us, but that does
not tell the entire story. We are like the multinational people, I don’t know if that
is a word that is applicable here but we are. We cut across boundaries, across
nations. (Isaac)
The point that Isaac made as he wrapped up his individual interview was an
important one that many of the participants made during the individual interview and in
the focus group: Jews are different. Although many social justice educators and anti-
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racist educators do not want to acknowledge this in a full, complete manner, the
participants held that these programs that focus on race-based positionality must
recognize that Jews are a unique group that cuts across multiple axes of identity and
oppression. In other words, these educators must recognize that Ashkenazi Jews in the
United States are a group that has competing narratives.
When reading the transcripts of the individual interviews, it became evident that
there were relationships between the demographic characteristics of the participants and
the analysis they provided. Some students provided historical facts of Jewish oppression
while some students articulated that they had never thought about anti-Semitism. The
manner in which students understood and articulated the questions under investigation
was related to the characteristics asked in the demographic intake form. The next section
will explore the relationship between various factors and the responses to the questions.
Moreover, themes that arose from the process of asking the questions will be presented.
The Relationship between Demographic Characteristics and Participant Responses
There were many relationships between the demographic characteristics asked
and the responses of the participants. When discussing the relationship between
respondent views and demographic factors, it became evident that certain characteristics
aligned themselves with how participants understood three overarching questions:
■

Does the participant appreciate that anti-Semitism, above and beyond the
Shoah, is a historical phenomenon?

■

Does the participant understand that anti-Semitism as a system of
oppression, in a different form, presently affects their lives and the lives of
other Jews?
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■

Does the participant articulate that the racial position of Jews is distinct
from others because of the history of anti-Semitism?

All of the participants explained that anti-Semitism was a historical phenomenon
impacting Jews. Not all of the students, though, articulated the concepts of anti-Semitism
as a systemic oppression that currently impacts Jews and the racial distinctiveness of
Jews. I am calling these two concepts “awareness/acknowledgement of anti-Semitism” in
order to discover any relation between demographic characteristics and the two concepts
highlighted.
As stated earlier, all participants understood the historical reality of antiSemitism. Though most of the fratemity/sorority members raised in predominantly
Jewish neighborhoods used the Holocaust as the archetypal example of historical antiSemitism, all of the participants articulated that anti-Semitism had affected Jews for
centuries. While some participants provided more examples of historical Jewish
oppression than the Holocaust, all of the students appreciated the phenomenon of antiSemitism.
The following students, however, articulated that anti-Semitism was a systemic
phenomenon that presently affected their lives and the lives of other Jews. The students
spoke at length about the ways in which anti-Semitism had hurt and continues to hurt
Jews. The students in Table 4 gave sophisticated answers and explained the dynamics of
Jewish oppression.
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Table 4
Understand that Anti-Semitism is a Systemic Oppression that Presently Affects Their
Lives and the Lives of Other Jews
■
■
■
■
■
■
■
■

David
Caleb
Yohanna
Naomi
Benjamin
Dvora
Kate
Jaclyn

As one can see, all but one of the students from Christian neighborhoods understood this
phenomenon, which is not surprising given that they all reported that they had
experienced anti-Semitism. However 40% of the respondents from predominantly Jewish
neighborhoods articulated a comprehension of this fact. The following scattergram
(Figure 4) shows the relationship between systemic understanding and neighborhood of
origin.

Systemic
Understanding

No Systemic
Understanding

Naomi
Benjamin
Dvora
Jaclyn

Kate
Yohanna
David
Caleb

Pauline
Amanda
Michael
Judith
Jane
Stefanie

Isaac

Jewish
Neighborhood

Christian
Neighborhood

Figure 4. Interaction between systemic understanding of anti-Semitism and neighborhood
of origin.
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The following participants responded that Jews were racially different from other
Whites. The reader will notice an interesting pattern. Although fewer students articulated
that Jews were racially positioned differently from other Whites, all of the respondents
also understood anti-Semitism as systemic oppression that influences Jews.
Table 5
Jews Positioned Racially Different from Other Whites
■
■
■
■
■
■

David
Caleb
Yohanna
Benjamin
Dvora
Kate

Based upon the fact that all of the students who appear in this list also appeared on
the previous list, it seems that understanding anti-Semitism as a system of oppression that
currently affects Jews was necessary to positioning Jews different racially from other
Whites. However, there were participants who articulated that anti-Semitism was a
system that impacted their lives but did not think that Jews were racially different from
other Whites. In other words, question 1 was necessary but not sufficient for question 2.
Eighty percent of the students from predominantly Christian neighborhoods
positioned Jews as racially different from other Whites. On the other hand, 80% of the
students from predominantly Jewish neighborhoods did not report that Jews were racially
different because of the history of anti-Semitism. Interestingly, all of the students who
did position Jews as racially different were involved in additional diversity or civic
engagement efforts at the university. Figure 5 is a scattergram that shows the relationship
between these two variables:

164

Racially
Distinct

Yohanna
David
Caleb
Kate

Benjamin
Dvora

Isaac

Michael
Naomi
Jane
Judith
Pauline
Jaclyn
Stefanie
Amanda
Pauline
Isaac

Not Racially
Distinct

Christian
Neighborhood

Jewish
Neighborhood

Figure 5. Interaction between participants who saw Jews as racially distinct and their
neighborhood of origin.

Table 6
Neither Understood that Anti-Semitism is a Systemic Oppression that Presently Affects
their Lives and the Lives of Other Jews nor Positioned Jews Racially Different from
Other Whites
■
■
■
■
■
■
■

Stefanie
Pauline
Judith
Isaac
Amanda
Michael
Jane

The above table (Table 6) shows the students who neither understood the systemic
nature of anti-Semitism in this society nor held that Jews were positioned differently
from other Whites vis-a-vis the system of race. All of the students who did not
understand either concept were raised in predominantly Jewish neighborhoods and were
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not involved in additional diversity or civic engagement efforts. Moreover, 83% of the
fraternity/sorority members from predominantly Jewish neighborhoods were not aware of
either concept. The following scattergrams show the relationship between
awareness/acknowledgement of anti-Semitism and particular demographic
characteristics.

Awareness

Naomi
Benjamin
Dvora
Kate
Yohanna
David
Caleb

Jaclyn

Michael
Pauline
Amanda
Jane
Stefanie
Judith
Isaac

No Awareness

Diversity/Civic
Engagement

No Diversity/Civic
Engagement

Figure 6. Interaction between awareness/acknowledgement of anti-Semitism and
involvement in diversity/civic engagement efforts.
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Awareness

Kate
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David

Jaclyn
Dvora
Benjamin
Naomi

Isaac

Michael
Pauline
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Jane
Stefanie
Judith

No Awareness

Christian
Neighborhood

Jewish
Neighborhood

Figure 7. Interaction between awareness/acknowledgement of anti-Semitism and
neighborhood of origin.
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David
Pauline
Isaac

No
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Jaclyn
Kate

Michael
Amanda
Jane
Judith
Stefanie

No Greek
Affiliation

Greek
Affiliation

Figure 8. Interaction between awareness/acknowledgement of anti-Semitism and Greek
affiliation.
As the above scattergrams suggests, there was a relationship some of the
participants did understand the topics mentioned, while others had not thought them at all
and were frankly stymied when I brought them up. Certain demographic factors, as the
scattergrams demonstrate, had a strong relationship with how the participants understood
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the material being investigated. Thus, the characteristics of a student seemed to correlate
how they understood themselves as a member of a targeted group.
The initial evident relationship had to do with the area in which one was raised.
Not surprisingly, the participants who had thought the most about these issues all came
from predominantly Christian neighborhoods. Amanda noticed this during the focus
group when she told the participants from predominantly Christian neighborhoods, “You
all [students from predominantly Christian neighborhoods] have thought about [antiSemitism and Jewish history]. You are prepared for it.... I have learned so much just
listening to you.” The students from predominantly Christian neighborhoods all
exclaimed that, for their own survival, they had to understand the role Jews had in a
Christian society and that they had been thinking about these issues in order to make
sense of their own experience.
One’s choice of college activities had a great deal to do with how one thought
about anti-Semitism as a social system and/or as a form of oppression that affects her/his
life. Specifically, those who grew up in predominantly Jewish neighborhoods and were
involved in diversity or civic engagement efforts were more likely to have thought more
deeply about anti-Semitism, particularly its impact on one’s life and position in society.
Conversely, those from predominantly Jewish neighborhoods who joined a Jewish
fraternity or sorority did not have a well-developed awareness about anti-Semitism.
While there were members of both groups who articulated that they thought about Jewish
position in this society, those who were involved in diversity efforts reported having their
consciousness grow while at college. The fraternity and sorority members who had
thought about anti-Semitism before coming to college reported were often influenced in
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their thinking by their parents and did not report ha\ing their perceptions of antiSemitism and Jewish identity grow while at college. It is interesting to note that only one
of the participants raised in a predominantly Jewish area, the one w ho had been involved
in the most diversity and civic engagement efforts of all the participants, had explored the
role anti-Semitism as a social system had on her life.
Not surprisingly, the Jew s students from neighborhoods in which Jew s were at
least half of the population were more likely to see Jews merely as agents. While they all
could articulate the historical ways Jews were targets, they did not comprehend that antiSemitism targeted Jews contemporarily or. if they did realize that anti-Semitism still
impacted Jews, that this anti-Semitism affected their lives. These individuals focused
solely on Jews in terms of the supposed pow er Jew s had in this society, w hich is not
surprising, given that all of the people they are surrounded by are Jews. often in uppermiddle-class communities.
Lastly, the Jew^ who identified as "Reform cultural" Jews had not thought a great
deal about these issues. This is not surprising, given that these participants admitted that
they were exploring what being a Jew meant to them. These students freely
acknow ledsed that thev had not discovered their "adult" Jewish identitv. Since four of
these students were psychology majors, they understood the processes of ethnic identity.
They w ondered if they were not yet at a place w here they had completely interrogated the
Jewish identity given to them by their parents. Because of these unfinished tasks, they
suggested that they had not had a chance to explore further questions of Jewish identity,
like anti-Semitism and their position in society. Finally, they also w ondered if the fact
that they had all been raised in Jewish neighborhoods had something to do with the
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lateness with which they tackled these identity development issues. As Stefanie stated
when hearing about the exploration the Jews from non-Jewish neighborhoods had one at
an earlier age, she offered this query:
I sometimes think that they know themselves better than we [Jews from Jewish
neighborhoods] do because they have had to. They were around people not like
them so it serves almost as a mirror. You are forced to know who you are. We
didn’t have that; we had the pack mentality, be like everyone else.
Developmental Pathways toward an Understanding of the Historical and Systemic Nature
of Anti-Semitism
Students from Christian neighborhoods and Jewish neighborhoods experienced
different developmental pathways as they awoke to historical and political consciousness
of anti-Semitism. The data from their interviews suggest that there are 3 coherent
developmental pathways, based primarily upon (1) neighborhood of origin (mostly
Jewish, mostly Christian), (2) peer associations while at college (joined Jewish
fratemities/sororities, did not join), and (3) participation in diversity and progressive civic
engagement organizations (as distinct from their anti-racist dialogue program) while at
college.
I found that students who grew up in predominately Christian neighborhoods
began to think about anti-Semitism and stereotyping of Jews in their community of
origin. Kate stated in her interview, “I have been thinking about the oppression of Jews
for a long time because of where I grew up [a Christian town].” When they entered
college, they often developed a language to describe what was occurring in their home
neighborhoods. Their interaction with non-Jews in their neighborhoods of origin prepared
them to recognize the impact of anti-Semitism on their lives.
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The students from Jewish neighborhoods had less awareness of the role of antiSemitism in their lives prior to entering college. Once in college, they took two different
paths in awakening to the reality of anti-Jewish oppression. Those students from Jewish
neighborhoods who became involved in diversity and political efforts on campus were
confronted with anti-Semitism with the rise in anti-Semitism (particularly in the Left)
since the beginning of the Second Intifada and post-September 11th, resulting from the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Dvora mentioned, “My consciousness around Jewish
oppression grew as the anti-Semitism in the anti-war movement grew. I woke up and saw
that people don’t like Jews.” Those students from Jewish neighborhoods, who joined
Greek-letter organizations, noted that their participation in these research interviews
served as an important opportunity for them to make connections between various events
they had witnessed but had never made meaning of in terms of anti-Semitism.
I find myself thinking about these issues [anti-Semitism] more since the
interview. I see patterns now. I am really beginning to question how others view
Jews. I realize that anti-Semitism is out there and affects me in a way I never did
before. (Jaclyn)
No matter the developmental pathway they followed, the students who were
awakening to historic and political consciousness of anti-Semitism feared that the world
is witnessing a new, virulent, globalizing and even lethal anti-Jewishness reminiscent of
the atmosphere of Europe in the 1930s and without parallel or precedent since the end of
the Second World War (Chesler, 2003).
I thought this stuff (anti-Semitism) was over, but it is not. It has gotten really bad.
I literally feel like I am under attack, and I did not expect that I would ever feel
this way. (Caleb)
In recent years, the world has seen an alarming increase in the number of antiSemitic incidents worldwide (Rosenbaum, 2004). A new level of anti-Israel and anti-
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Semitic rhetoric throughout the world has accompanied this. Specifically, we have
observed that anti-Semitism is a mainstream ideology in much of the Arab and Muslim
world (Greenspan, 2003). Jews and Israel are portrayed as inherently evil, monstrous and
a danger to humanity by controlling politicians, other nation states and the media. This
anti-Semitism draws on both the traditional European charges of blood libel and more
contemporary forms of anti-Jewish oppression, such as Holocaust denial.
After the breakdown of the peace talks between the Israel and the Palestinian
Authority in 2000, a rash of anti-Semitic incidents around the world, including in the
United States, was unleashed (Chesler, 2003). While synagogue arsons, physical attacks,
cemetery desecrations and other hate crimes abated in the United States after the initial
onslaught, they have continued in many other countries, most notably in France (Kushner
& Solomon, 2003). Almost equally alarming is the sluggish response to such acts in
many of these countries, where leaders have attempted to minimize or deny the gravity
and pervasiveness of the problem (Chesler, 2003). Dvora discussed her alarm at the fact
that few non-Jews seem to care about the precipitous rise in anti-Semitism: “It scares me
how little (non-Jews) care about the increase in anti-Semitism.”
Anti-Israel and anti-Zionist activity has become more prevalent and has blurred,
for many Jews, the boundaries between legitimate criticism of Israeli policies or actions
on the one hand and anti-Semitism on the other hand. On one hand, Israel is frequently
judged by standards not used to measure any other country (Rosenbaum, 2004).
Furthermore, there has been a startling increase in the ideological support for the
deligitimization of Jews and Israel since 2000. Israel's actions of self-defense against
terrorism have been compared to the genocidal programs of Hitler and the Third Reich.

172

Jews and Israelis are depicted as Nazis, even in the very countries where the crimes of the
Holocaust took place. The United Nations has again become a forum in which this antiSemitic rhetoric can be promulgated, increasingly cloaked as "anti-Zionism," as
witnessed at the United Nations World Conference Against Racism in Durban, South
Africa in the summer of 2001 and at the Human Rights Commission in Geneva in Spring
2002 (Greenspan, 2003).
In discussing anti-Zionism and criticism of Israeli policy, it is important to note
that all of the students who were in this stage of development identified as progressive
Jews and were themselves critical of particular Israeli governmental actions. They
believed that it was important to challenge the elected leaders of Israel and their policies.
However, these students reported that the language they were hearing about Israel went
beyond legitimate criticism. For them, Zionists and Israelis were being discussed using
age-old anti-Jewish stereotypes: ruthless, trying to control the world, demonic. In
addition, the students were particularly pained by the realization that few non-Jews
understood the historical pressure and necessity for a Jewish homeland. In the words of
the participants, many non-Jews acted as if Jews returned to their historic homeland
simply to steal land and oppress Arabs.
Israel is being maligned all over the place. I cannot stand Sharon, but people are
going way beyond that. They are saying that Israelis and Jews are evil and control
the world. Where have we heard that one before? (laughs).... The saddest thing
for me is that people don’t know why Israel was created. We had nowhere to go!
The world hated us. I mean, what were we supposed to do? (Naomi)
Of course, during this era of 21st century anti-Semitism, the continued power of
the political Far Right remains profoundly troubling. In Europe, the ability of nationalist
and xenophobic parties to draw significant numbers of voters has also been worrisome to
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Jewish communities. Their platforms may draw on anti-immigrant and law-and-order
themes, but they also play on nativist and anti-Semitic sentiments (Lyons, 2003).
For the participants of the study involved in additional diversity and progressive
civic engagement efforts, this increase in anti-Semitism manifested itself on U.S. college
campuses. The students who were engaged with progressive causes found themselves
seeing hatred against Jews in stark and ugly ways. The students came into contact with
people who compared Israeli actions with those of the Nazi as well as those who
expressed the view that Jews controlled the world. In other words, the students were
realizing that Jews were hyper-visible in the minds of anti-Semites. Jews were seen to be
involved with all of the maladies of the world. Many of these Jewish students felt
beleaguered and isolated, needing assistance and support.
Interviews as Educational Intervention
For the vast majority of the participants, the interviews served as a means to think
about the issue of Jewish identity and anti-Semitism in a way that they had not done
previously. The focus groups, especially, allowed those who had never thought deeply
about these issues an opportunity and space to think about the place of Jews in U.S.
systems of identity, the relationship between Jews and other groups, and how diversity
programs discuss Jews as a group in this society.
Throughout the interviews, the participants stated that they “had never thought
about this before” (Judith) and ask for some time to simply mull over the questions I was
posing. This sentiment was especially true for those raised in Jewish neighborhoods. It is
interesting to note that, though these students were raised in predominantly Jewish
neighborhoods, they had never thought about issues of Jewish identity and oppression.
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Stefanie, who explained throughout the individual interview and the focus group that she
was thinking about the majority of these issues for the first time in her life, explained, “I
grew up with all Jews, but we never talk about where we fit and who we are in this
society. It is never discussed, but it needs to be. We are not always going to be around
Jews.”
As stated earlier, the participants who grew up in Jewish neighborhoods all
proclaimed that they had never thought about these issues before and that they were
appreciative of the opportunity to ponder these important issues. These participants held
that they were learning a great deal about Jewish identity simply by reflecting on these
matters. When these participants came to the focus group, they stated that they were now
seeing the world in a different way and were more conscious of how others discussed and
thought about Jews.
Not surprisingly, the Jews who had been raised in non-Jewish neighborhoods did
not articulate this. Although they were glad about being asked about these issues, they all
explained that they had thought often about these matters. Because of this discrepancy, I
did ask during the focus group why it seemed that the Jews from non-Jewish
neighborhoods had thought about these issues. Naomi stated, “They have had to think
about it, for their sanity at least. You need to know what the deal is in order to survive. I
know that sounds a bit dramatic, but it is true.”
The students from predominantly Christian neighborhoods explained during the
focus group that this interview was the inversion of their standard experience. They stated
that they often felt invisible because the vast majority at the university saw all Jews as
wealthy students coming from Jewish neighborhoods, especially New York and New
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Jersey. In other words, the Jewish student from the “bubble” was seen as the
quintessential Jews at this university. Thus, the students raised in Christian
neighborhoods held that their experience of being one of the few Jews in Christian
neighborhoods was often not acknowledged. Yohanna explained, “I feel like people are
listening to me for the first time. It is in this context that my knowledge is valuable, is
important.”
The students from Jewish neighborhoods explained that they often did not think
about the experience of those Jews from rural neighborhoods or neighborhoods in which
there were few Jews. When asked why this was so, they admitted that they could not
fathom being the only Jew in an area and that they were frightened by the thought of
being alone as a Jew in the world. Many of these students from Jewish neighborhoods
admitted that they had never quite articulated this fear before participating in the focus
group.
I don’t ever admit that being Jewish hurts me. I talk about the ways it helps, the
contacts, the fraternities, the community. I can feel this way because I live in a
Jewish world, and it scares me to think about what it would be like not to have my
people with me, behind me. (Jane)
The students from Jewish neighborhoods disclosed that they felt unprepared for a
world that still often misunderstands, and often hates, Jews. They articulated that they
wanted to learn about how to handle the non-Jewish world from those who have been
dealing with it since they were children. They were keenly interested in what those from
predominantly Christian neighborhoods had to say—the students from the “bubble” hung
on the others’ words as they related childhood battles with anti-Semitism.
Stefanie also explained that she was frustrated at the elders in the Jewish
community for failing to discuss these issues because she felt unprepared for entering the
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non-Jewish world. In fact, the majority of the participants from Jewish neighborhoods
acknowledged that, while the older generations of Jews, were trying to “protect” them
through not discussing anti-Semitism, they felt that they were robbed of mechanisms that
could help them deal with anti-Semitism. In other words, they acknowledged that the
supposed protection provided did not protect them at all.
Theme that Arose from Process: Giving Students Voice
One of the most interesting and unexpected themes that arose from the interview
had nothing to do with the questions I posed but had to do with the fact that I was asking
these questions at all. During each interview, the participants expressed their amazement
at being asked about their experience as Jews, particularly as members of a group that is
targeted by anti-Semitism. No matter their knowledge about anti-Semitism or
understanding of how Jews were currently targeted by anti-Semitism, every student told
me that they desperately wanted to talk about what being Jewish meant in terms of anti¬
oppression education. Judith, the participant who admitted having thought little about
these issues before our individual interview, stated:
You know, we don’t talk about this stuff [anti-Semitism] and we really need to. I
mean, it is important. If we are about changing this society for the better, we have
talk about all the types of discrimination and stereotypes that exist.
Continually during the research and especially during the focus group, the
students expressed their appreciation for being asked about their identities as Jews.
Amanda stated, “No one ever asks me about being a Jew on this campus, what it is like.
Although we have this experience with oppression, no one seems to care.”
The participants told me that no one had ever expressed interest in their lives as
Jews, especially as targets of hatred and discrimination. When I asked why they thought
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that this was so and that Jews were not properly investigated in diversity education, they
reiterated the earlier points made that anti-Semitism was often not taken seriously and
that Jews are seen as super-privileged White people. Many of them told me that Jews
were invisible in discussions of multiculturalism and that Jews were not covered under
the rubric of diversity. Naomi stated at the beginning of her interview. **I hope your
research changes things. I hope diversity educators start to discuss Jews.”
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CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION OF KEY FINDINGS
This dissertation study examined the various ways in which 15 Ashkenazi Jewish
undergraduate student anti-racism peer educators understand and use their Jewish identity
in their work in anti-racist settings. As stated previously, students who are active in anti¬
racism education projects are often challenged to understand the background and legacy
of their racial position relative to systems of racism. Students who identify as Ashkenazi
Jews are further challenged to understand their historical experience of discrimination
and oppression as similar to and also different from communities of color. The ways in
which students of Ashkenazi Jewish background and identification compare or contrast
their historical and current social position with that of communities of color, can either
facilitate or disrupt their efforts to be anti-racist educators.
In this chapter of the dissertation, I review results from Chapter 4 and discuss
major findings from the research, specifically having to do with issues of identity and
identity development.
Research Question #1
How do undergraduate Ashkenazi Jewish anti-racist educators understand the position of
Ashkenazi Jews in United States systems of race, religion and class?
The participants of the study expressed a complex understanding of the position
of Ashkenazi Jews in systems of religion, race and class. Based on these systems, the
students claimed that Jews are both insiders and outsiders in American society. They
contended that Jews are targeted and privileged simultaneously in the United States; they
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held that the systems under investigation interact with each other to create a unique
identity niche for Ashkenazi Jews in this country.
The participants understood that Christian hegemony in the United States
marginalizes Ashkenazi Jews in a society that was founded with a Protestant orientation.
In other words, Jews are religious targets in the United States. The students who had
grown up in predominantly Jewish neighborhoods did not necessarily discover this fact
until they went away to college where they first encountered a number of Christians. By
contrast, those from predominantly Christian neighborhoods reported that they knew this
from a young age. All of the participants, however, agreed that Jews are targets vis-a-vis
religious identity.
In discussing United States systems of race, all of the participants stated that Jews
are racially privileged as White and that they receive racial privilege that people of color
do not receive in this society. However, they also contended that Jews are a marginalized
ethnicity. They asserted that Jews, being the primary “Other” in Europe and a group
discriminated against in the United States, are not seen as equals to other Whites, namely
White Anglo-Saxon Protestants. They stated that the interaction of their religious and
ethnic identities mitigate, in their experience, the racial privilege they experience vis-avis other White people. In other words, they felt that while all those deemed as White
receive privileges in relation to people of color, not all Whites are equal within the U.S.
racial system.
As with race, the students held that class is a complicated category when
discussing Jews. The participants held that the position of Jews as an economically
successful group in this system also serves to target them as Jews, thus making class a
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contradictory and difficult category for them to understand. The students held that
Ashkenazi Jews are generally agents in terms of class because Jews, in their words, are
disproportionately professionals and upper-middle-class. Although the students saw Jews
as members of the dominant group in terms of class, they also contended that their class
status actually exacerbates their experience of being targets as Jews. The students
claimed that Jews, women in particular, were sneered at for supposed illegitimate and
ostentatious displays of wealth while being told Jews were not victims of discrimination.
On the one hand, they said, since Jews are thought to be on average wealthier than the
average United States citizen, it is difficult, if not impossible, for many, especially people
of color, to see Jews as a historically and contemporarily oppressed group. The
participants claimed that because racism has kept people of color poor, anti-Jewish
oppression is not seen as “real.”
Additionally, and on the other hand, because the idea that Jews are uniformly rich
echoes an old anti-Semitic stereotype, many of the participants stated that Jews’ class
privilege hurts them in a way that non-Jews do not understand. Jews reported being
singled out as “too materialistic,” although the participants noted that many non-Jews are
ostentatious in their display of wealth. Therefore, class privilege actually serves to target
Jews by feeding into traditional stereotypes about Jews.
Research Question #2
How do undergraduate Ashkenazi Jewish anti-racist peer educators perceive their
interpersonal relationship with people of color and with Whites in these programs?
Regarding the relationship between Ashkenazi Jews, people of color, and White
Christians in anti-racist programs, the participants saw Jews as having a paradoxical
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place in relation to these two other identities. They saw themselves as a “bridge group,”
being both similar to and different from both people of color and Whites in profound
ways. However, they asserted that few non-Jews understand or appreciate this
complicated dynamic.
In discussing people of color, the participants focused solely on African
Americans. The respondents said that Jews, given their history of oppression, could make
connections with the experience of African Americans more quickly than other Whites
could. They contended that because oppression has impacted both groups, Jews and
African Americans could understand each other and be allies. When prompted by the
researcher, the participants also acknowledged parallels between the experiences of Jews
and Asian Indians. The students held that both Asian Indians and Jews are seen as
economically well-off groups that are characterized as “sticking together” and “very
smart.” Because of the way they are seen, these supposedly class-privileged “middle
position” groups are used to attack other groups, such as Blacks and Latinos, who are not
doing as well economically.
The female participants reported discovering similarities between themselves and
women of color in White women/women of color dialogue classes. In these classes,
Jewish women discussed not fitting the White standard of beauty in a White Supremacist
society, having Jewish men devalue Jewish women, and being seen as “too strong” and
not fitting into a narrow definition of normative White female standards. Women of color
claimed that they, too, experienced these issues in their lives. Consequently, Jewish
women felt connection to women of color and saw many similarities between their
experiences as women who are oppressed.
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The participants stated that, though there were similarities, there were important
differences between Jews and people of color. They said that Jews’ racial status as White
makes their experience very different from that of people of color. In addition, the
participants held that racism plays a different role in this society from anti-Semitism.
They acknowledged that anti-Semitism exists in the United States. They also claimed,
however, that racism has been foundational to nation-building in this country. The way in
which Africans were enslaved and native people were colonized set the stage for the
creation of this nation; this nation was built upon the disenfranchisement of people of
color. In many ways, the respondents felt that African Americans were situated similarly
in this country as Jews were in Europe, as the primary “Other,” given that anti-Semitism
was foundational to nation-building in Europe.
The participants were initially hesitant to discuss any differences they saw in
relationship with White Christians, stating instead that whiteness is an important unifier
and that by focusing on any differences might mean they were attempting to run away
from being White. They did, however, admit that there are two important differences
between Ashkenazi Jews and White Christians: strong cultural heritage and an
understanding of oppression that is often racially-based.
Unlike Whites who assert that they have no culture, all of the participants stated
that Jews have a very strong ethnic and religious culture, one in which they take great
pride. They saw this fact as an opportunity to engage with people of color from a place of
equity, one in which the dominant group is not trying to appropriate another culture. The
students reported that the fact that Jews had not lost their culture, unlike other Whites,
made it easier not appropriate other cultures.
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All of the participants did admit that few non-Jews saw Jews as a bridge between
people of color and Whites, holding that anti-Semitism affects the relationship between
people of color and Jews and impacts one’s perception of Jewish target status. In the
minds of the respondents, both White Christians and non-Jewish people of color do not
see Jews as a targeted group. Instead, non-Jews see Jews as super-privileged White
people, representing the most egregious class privilege. The participants were most
bothered by the fact that many people of color accept anti-Semitic stereotypes and see
Jews as merely wealthy Whites, therefore not seeing Jews as an oppressed people, albeit
oppressed in a different way.
Research Question #3
In working with programs that focus on understanding racial positionality, how do
undergraduate Ashkenazi Jewish anti-racist peer educators position themselves?
The students all asserted that they had particular challenges in positioning
themselves in the anti-racist program. They held that they often had to explain to students
and staff alike that Jews constitute a unique group, one that does not neatly fit into the
prevailing bimodal pattern of racial domination and subordination. They stated that they
often had difficulties with the fact that the models used in the program are static binaries
and that there is not enough room for the nuance that Jews cut across a number of identity
dimensions. As the students reported, Jews are an ethnic group, a religious group and a
cultural group. In other words, Ashkenazi Jews are not either “White” or “Jewish,” but
rather “White” and “Jewish.” The participants reported that few people understand that
Jewishness is multifaceted. The students felt that people act annoyed when confronted
with having to think of the complex nature of Jewish identity.
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Furthermore, the students claimed that the racialization of Jews can be an
important educational tool in anti-racist programs. Given that Jews have historically been
seen as White and non-White, the participants held that the Jewish experience
demonstrates the social constructivist nature of race. By discussing the history of Jewish
identity, program staff in anti-racist education programs can highlight one group’s
experience to explain that race is a human invention, not a scientific reality.
The students also specified that the static binary categories presented in their
educational programs do not allow Jews to articulate their feeling that they are targets and
agents simultaneously. The participants reported that Jews are White and members of a
marginalized ethnic group that has been historically oppressed as racial outsiders and an
ethno-religious minority; therefore, they are both privileged and subordinated at the same
time. Likewise, the participants articulated that they do not feel “as White” as other
Whites and do not always understand where they fit under the rubric “White,” given the
anti-Semitic bent in White Supremacist ideology. The models offered in these programs
do not offer a chance for students to consider what being Jewish means in an anti-racist
context.
Most of the participants reported that they often feel as if their identity shifts in
these programs from “Jewish” to “White,” given the topic under discussion. Among
people of color, the participants stated that being White is always most salient; among
other Whites, being Jewish often comes to the forefront in terms of salience of identity.
They asserted that they often feel as if they have to represent all Jews in interactions with
non-Jews and to prevent Jews from being attacked. Because so few people understand the
nature of anti-Semitism, the participants claimed that many non-Jews make ignorant
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comments about Jews. The students contend that many of these comments are never
addressed or challenged and that this bothers the Jewish students because of the anti¬
oppression mission of the anti-racist program.
As alluded to earlier, the students struggled with the binary racial models that are
taught in the program and that do not allow for a nuanced discussion of racialized
privilege along with religious subordination. They contended that the manner in which
racial categories are dichotomized does not allow for groups, like Jews, to determine and
think through how they fit into these categories. In the program, there is not a place for
students to tease out the various racial and religious components when discussing U.S.
categories of race.
When asked to untangle the assorted racial and religious components of race in
this country, the participants stated that the White racial category often implies Christian,
and that whiteness has many undertones of Christianity in it. When discussing the
Christian basis for whiteness, the students differentiated between White privilege and
ideologically driven White supremacy of such groups as the Aryan Nation, the Ku Klux
Klan, and other supremacist White identity groups. In the words of the participants,
White Supremacist thought does not include Jews as White, so the participants expressed
an understanding that Jews were White in a system of White privilege but non-White in a
system of White supremacy.
The participants asserted that in order to be seen as unambiguously White, one
has to be seen as Christian or as close to Christian as one could be. The participants
acknowledged that visible Jewishness mitigates the White privilege Ashkenazi Jews
might otherwise receive. Physical appearance, geographic location and religious
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observance can affect Ashkenazi Jews access to whiteness. In other words, if some are
seen as Jewish, they may not be able to avail themselves to the privileges of being White.
For the participants, whiteness does not convey the same ease of being for Jews
because whiteness is supposed to allow one not to think about his/her racial/ethnic
identity. The students held that “passing” is a burden that many of them had shouldered
in order not to be disrespected in certain places, most especially while in Europe and rural
America. The Jews in the study stated that Jews often think about their identity because
of the presence of anti-Semitism in this society.
Lastly, the participants reported struggling with the focus of anti-racist and social
justice education programs being solely on the United States experience. The participants
asserted that since Jews are a diasporic people, they feel connected to other Jews
throughout the world. Jews, in the words of the participants, understand their identity in a
way that is transnational and historical. In other words, Jews are a people. The students
contended that their understanding of Jewish identity and history is broader than the
United States in the early 21st century.
Analysis of Key Findings from the Study
In addressing the research questions, the participants discussed and highlighted
various strands of social identity that serve as the findings of the study. In particular,
students highlighted issues of racial, ethnic, religious, class, gender and ethno-religious
(the racialized dimension of religious identity) identity. Using the literature review as a
foundation, an analysis is presented that connects the findings to established research in
the area of Jewish identity.
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As stated earlier in the dissertation, identity development is an important task for
young adults in college (Chickering & Reisser, 1993). Much of the work of educators in
higher education is concerned with helping students resolve the identity tasks that occur
for young adults during this period. Because identity formation is important for young
adults, it is not surprising that issues related to identity were an important finding of this
research.
The research questions served to uncover the ways in which Jews understand their
identity as members of an ethno-religious group, as targets of anti-Semitism and the other
identity factors that play a role in their self-perception. Thus, key findings in this study
were related to issues of identity. This is important, since Langman (1999) argues that
research on the subject of Jewish identity vis-a-vis oppression is limited. While there are
studies regarding identification with Judaism, few studies discuss Jews specifically as an
oppressed group within an identity development framework (Scheman, 2001). Though
the study was exploratory in nature, I hope that the findings in this study will contribute
significantly to the body of research.
Being Jewish is Salient and a Distinct Identity
The first finding in relation to identity was that being Jewish, a fundamental
identity that the students held, and this was not often understood or respected. The
participants’ contention mirrors the research of Jewish writers in the field of
multiculturalism (Chesler, 1996; Lipset, 2003). One of the central themes that became
evident once the interviews began was that being Jewish was important for all of the
participants. The students claimed that non-Jews do not appreciate the importance of
Jewish identity. The students reported that being Jewish permeated their lives, from their
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choice of friends to their political activities, to their style of humor. In other words, being
a Jew was critical to their self-perception. Amanda put it best when she stated: “Being a
Jew is everything I am. I am a Jew— It explains so much about me, just knowing that
fact. Do others get that? I don’t think they do. But it still doesn’t make it any less true.”
When attempting to understand the reasons that social justice educators may not
appreciate the importance of Jewish identity to Ashkenazi Jews, it is critical to remember
that the importance of ethnicity as a political construct has diminished in recent years
(Jacobson, 1998). Although there are those who utilize the term ethnic when discussing
racially targeted populations, many researchers view the terms race and ethnicity as
distinct concepts (Helms & Talleyrand, 1997). As the literature review in Chapter 2
highlights, race and ethnicity are now considered separate and different constellations of
group characteristics. Race is assumed to be a socially designated category that is linked
to benefits or subjugation based on where one is placed in a racial hierarchy. Race,
therefore, is a sociopolitical grouping and is generally the focus of social justice
education.
Ethnicity, on the other hand, is assumed to be a neutral category based on socially
maintained characteristics that are not necessarily linked to oppression (Adams, 2001).
Ethnicity refers to a social group whose members share a unique social and cultural
history that is passed from one generation to another (Hollinger, 1995; Perlmutter, 1992).
Likewise, it is thought that ethnicity subsides over time as groups assimilate to the larger
culture, while race is considered to be persistent and is either valued or devalued
depending on group membership and current societal conditions. Thus, the concept of
race is linked to domination and subordination in a system of oppression.
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In this dissertation, I also view race and ethnicity as separate categories of
analysis. By “race” I mean, a sociopolitical, pseudo-scientific category that is linked to
domination or subordination based on where one is located in this system of oppression.
By “ethnicity” I mean a neutral category denoting group heritage and socially maintained
characteristics, such as rituals, dress, and language.
Particularly difficult for the participants was their assertion that while ethnic
identity may not carry the same political and moral weight that racial identity does, Jews
are an oppressed ethnic and religious group; the participants claimed that this fact was
not understood or respected in their diversity programs. While the students were glad to
discuss their privilege as White people and thought it was critical to acknowledge racial
privilege in anti-racist programs, they also wanted to be seen as Jews who were
undertaking this work. As stated previously, the discovery that Jewish identity is salient
for the students corresponds with the research of Langman (1998) and other authors (e.g.,
Kaye/Kantrowitz, 1986; Lemer & West, 1996) who assert that being Jewish is more
important than many non-Jews appreciate.
Because the focus on Jewish identity is not acknowledged or appreciated by nonJews, the participants held that the way they saw themselves was contradictory to how
program staff and students saw them. For the students, being Jewish was their most
important social identification, while non-Jewish program members, including staff and
faculty, identified them primarily as White people. The participants agreed with
Yohanna’s assertion in the focus group that “[non-Jews] see us as White people who are
Jewish, while [Jews] understand ourselves as Jews who happen to be White.” This
finding supports the previous work of Grande (2004), who asserted that it is perhaps
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helpful to see Ashkenazi Jews as Jews who happen to be White rather than the other way
around. The students claimed that being Jewish was first and foremost in their mind and
that all other social identity group memberships were secondary in importance.
While not all Jews in this country would report that being Jewish was most
important, this research does demonstrate that Jewish identity is an important identity to
these undergraduate anti-racist peer educators. For all of the students, Jewishness was a
critical part of their identity, and they thought about being Jewish often.
The responses gathered from the demographic intake form demonstrate the
importance of Jewish identity in the minds of the participants. All of the respondents
reported that being Jewish is salient for them during the week. (Eighty percent of the
students maintained that they think about being Jewish 6 or more times during an
ordinary week regardless of any other characteristic of the participant, neighborhood of
origin or Greek affiliation.) Interestingly, there was no relationship between any of the
other variables and the number of times during the week being Jewish was salient in a
social setting.
History of Jewish Oppression Informs Jewish Identity
The history of Jewish oppression, including the oppression that members of their
family experienced, was an important aspect of the participants’ identities. Given that
many writers have commented on the critical role the history of Jewish oppression has
had on the psyches of Jews, this is not surprising (Arditti, 1991; Beck, 1996; Boyarin,
1997; Cantor, 1995; Lev, 2002). The students understood the history of anti-Semitism as
continuing to have an effect on them as Jews in the present. This history of oppression
acted as a backdrop against which current events are viewed or understood. For students
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who had either lost family members in the Holocaust or had survived the Holocaust, the
historical persecution of the Jewish community was particularly significant.
This connection to the history of the Jewish people translated to a sense of
attachment to other Jews throughout the world. More that 60 years after Kurt Lewin
(1941) discussed a sense of commonality of fate” among Jews during Hitler’s reign, the
participants articulated a similar sense of connection. They realized that, whether
individual Jews wanted to admit it, Jews were connected to each other and their fates
were indeed intertwined.
This understanding of Jewish connectedness and history permeated the
participants’ consciousness. As a transnational diasporic community, these students used
their historical memory and link with other Jews to understand their own experiences and
the experiences of others. The findings of this research demonstrate that Jewish history
and community are an integral part of Jewish identity.
Continued Connection between Blacks and Jews: The End of Romanticizing
Because of this history of oppression, the participants all felt a particular bond
with the African American community. Over the past 20 years, a great deal of literature
has been written about the demise of this celebrated relationship (West & Salzman,
1997). Many commentators have explained that the relationship has not been entirely
truthful, has been misconstrued and has been based on a romanticizing of the past (hooks,
1997). The students in this study, in explaining their feelings of connection to the African
American community, reported that there were also important differences between the
Jewish and Black experience in this country. The students held that the connection
between the two groups could not be based on this simplistic notion that Jews and Blacks
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have had the same historical experience in this country. Yohanna stated during her
interview, For Jews, America was the place where we escaped extreme persecution,
where we escaped hell. For Black folks, this was hell.”
For the participants, there was an analogous relationship between the on-going
experience for Blacks in this country and the historical experience for Jews in Europe.
Hence, the sense of connection the students felt with Blacks was historically based. They
held that Black people in this country served the same role as Jews had in Europe: the
primary racialized “Other” with whom the privileged category was compared. Many
researchers have commented on the historical relationship between Jews and African
Americans because of their historical experience of oppression (Pogrebin, 1992; Radin,
1998; Salzman & West, 1997). However, when discussing this relationship, scholars
generally claim that a sense of connection between the two communities ended with the
Civil Rights Movement of the early 1960s. Interestingly, more than 40 years after the
supposed “heyday” of Black-Jewish relations, the participants in this study still believed
that there was a special connection between these two oppressed communities. The
participants, though, were also quick to point out that there were important ways that the
experiences of both groups in this country have been very different. The informants
asserted that the differing Black and Jewish U.S. narratives must be taken into account as
well. What seems different with these students is that this relationship may be based on a
keen understanding of how Black and Jewish historical narratives are similar and
different, rather than relying on a patronizing romanticism of camaraderie.
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Identity Development Processes Take Place for Jewish Undergraduates
Although history played an important role in the identities of the participants, the
students did not uniformly feel the same way about the importance of this history and
were not identically as connected to this history. In attempting to understand why
students felt differently about the role of the history of Jewish oppression on their
identity, it became evident that three distinct identity development processes took place
for students. The first identity development process is related to Jewish ethnic
identification and the students’ development of their ethnic awareness of themselves as
Jews. The second identity development process is related to the students’ understanding
of themselves as religious targets in a society characterized by Christian hegemony.
Unlike ethnic identity development, which is a more neutral construct and is not linked to
systems of oppression, the second identity development process looks at internalized
domination and subordination based upon religion. The third identity development task is
the manner in which their other target and agent identities interact with the students’
religious target identity. I begin looking at these processes and tasks by examining the
way in which Jewish ethnic identity development took place for the respondents.
Jewish Ethnic Identity Development
The first identity development task was related to ethnic identification,
understood as an individual’s identification with a part of a larger society whose
members are thought, by themselves or others, to have a common origin and to share
segments of a common culture in which the common origin and culture play an important
role (Hollinger, 1995). Ethnic identity is a frame in which individuals identify
consciously or unconsciously with those with whom they feel a common bond because of
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similar traditions, behaviors, values and beliefs (Breitman, 1995). These points of ethnic
interconnection allow individuals to make sense of the world around them with reference
to their ethnic group affiliation and to find pride in who they are. Ethnic identity
development consists of an individual’s movement toward a highly conscious
identification with his or her own cultural values, behaviors, beliefs and traditions.
Interestingly, there was not relationship found between the research participants’
acknowledged Jewish ethnic identity and their described understanding of their White
racial agent status. While the research for this dissertation shows that Jewish religious
target status is related to White racial agent status, the students who reported having a
strong Jewish ethnic identity did not necessarily understand their White racial
positionality any more easily than participants who did not report a strong Jewish ethnic
identity. Hardiman (2001), in discussing further research that needs to be done in the area
of White racial identity development, suggests that researchers examine the many ways
in which ethnicity and ethnic group identification affect racial identity. Given that this
dissertation examined both processes, I was able to discover that a relationship did not
exist between White racial positionality development and Jewish ethnic identity
development.
In the interviews, five of the participants identified themselves as psychology
majors. When discussing the development of Jewish identity, four of these psychology
majors noted that Phinney’s (1990) Ethnic Identity Development Model had been a
useful tool for them in understanding the experience of Jews. Naomi, Caleb, Dvora and
Kate, in individual interviews and independently of each other, mentioned this model as
one that illuminated their experience, as Jews, of their ethnic identity development. These
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psychology majors claimed that Phinney’s model helped them to see themselves as
members of an ethnic group. In fact, they reported that they were relieved finally to have
a model that seemed to speak to their experience.
[Phinney’s model] really helped me make sense of what I had gone through as a
Jew. It helped place me in a discussion that I did not see myself. It was like,
“Finally, here is a researcher who gets us.” It is funny; she was not specifically
talking about us, but it seemed like she was. (Naomi)
During the focus group, Naomi brought up Phinney’s (1990) model to
demonstrate the ways in which Jews were unique, given that this model is often used to
highlight the experience of racially marginalized groups but can also highlight the
identity development of Jews. When I presented the stages of the model to the students,
they all agreed that the model represented the identity development journey that Jews
undertake in their understanding of their ethnic identity. In light of the respondents’ view
that the stages of Phinney’s model mirrored the experience of Jews, I studied the
transcripts to ascertain if the student responses did, in fact, parallel the stages of the
ethnic identity development model. From reading the transcripts, it became evident that
the students did experience an exploration of their Jewish identity that corresponded with
the stages of Phinney’s ethnic identity developmental model. Figure 9 shows the stages of
the model, which was described in detail in Chapter 2.
Stage 1: Diffusion-Foreclosure
Stage 2: Moratorium
Stage 3: Identity Achievement

Figure 9. Stages of Ethnic Identity Development (Phinney, 1990).
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■

Stage 1: Diffusion-Foreclosure
In this stage, individuals have not yet explored their feelings about their Jewish

identity. In the state of diffusion, individuals do not have an interest in exploring ethnicity
and see it is a non-issue. Thus, they may state that being Jewish was not important to
them. The students from predominantly Christian neighborhoods acknowledged being in
this stage as young children; however, they claimed that this stage did not last long.
Because the students from predominantly Christian neighborhoods were religious
minorities in their neighborhoods, they were forced to think of their identity as Jews. The
students from Christian neighborhoods did not put any importance on this difference;
they stated that they did not want to highlight this difference at all. However, this is
different from not thinking of one’s ethnic identity at all. David, Caleb, Yohanna, Isaac,
and Kate all stated that diffusion was not possible for long in their Christian communities
of origin, given the fact they were forced to confront their Jewish ethnic identity.
I did not think about being Jewish when I was really young, when I was home
with my parents. But once I got into my larger community, I had to think about
what it meant to be a Jew. (David)
With foreclosure, individuals receive an ethnic identity from their parents and do
not explore it for themselves. For the students from predominantly Jewish
neighborhoods, foreclosure resulted from their not having to think consciously about
being Jewish in an all-Jewish setting. They explained that people do not have to explore
their feelings about a particular identity when everyone around them is from the same
background. Benjamin stated, “As a kid, I didn’t think about [being Jewish]. It was no
big deal. Everyone was a Jew. Everything was Jewish. Why think about it when it is
everywhere?” All of the students from Jewish neighborhoods asserted that growing up in
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an area that was predominantly Jewish made it very easy for them to know and enjoy
being Jewish while not thinking about the meaning of the Jewish identity with which they
were presented.
When discussing the normalcy of the Jewish experience in her community, Judith
stated:
We were the barometer; things happened through a Jewish lens. We knew [we]
were Jews and very proud of being Jewish. But did we know why we were proud?
No. We were told to be proud of everything around us, so we were.
■

Stage 2: Moratorium
In moratorium, individuals become increasingly aware of ethnic identity issues

through exploration, search and experimentation. Stimulated by an experience that causes
inspection, a new awareness causes an individual to examine the significance of her or
his ethnic background. As a result of this experience, individuals begin an exploration of
their ethnic identity and what that identity means to them. Many of the students from
Jewish neighborhoods claimed that they had begun to think about their Jewish identity in
a new manner while at college. They claimed that, because they were meeting people
who knew nothing about Jews or Judaism, they were forced to contemplate what being a
Jew meant to them.
Interestingly, the students from Jewish neighborhoods who were not involved in
diversity or political activities on campus were located in this stage of ethnic identity
development. In particular, those who identified ambiguously in terms of religious
affiliation stated that they were beginning to search for a Jewish identity that was
independent of their parents and community of origin. Six of these students called
themselves “Reform” but explained that they identified as cultural, rather than as
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religious, Jews. For the majority of these students, the language they used to describe
being Jewish was religious. Through a careful examination of their words, these students
were explaining that they were determining for themselves what being Jewish was and
developing an adult Jewish identity.
I feel a strong attachment to Judaism ethnically, but I am not religious at all.... I
guess I would call myself Reform because I do not see myself as a religious
Jew.... I am still finding out what kind of Jew I want to be. (Stefanie)
For these students, the moniker of Reform simply meant searching for a Jewish identity.
These participants were all exploring what being a Jew meant to them and were
discarding the religious identity that their parents had given them. They called themselves
“Reform” as a way to explain that they were discovering for themselves an adult Jewish
identity; this search for identity helped them to realize that Jewishness was manifested in
both cultural and religious terms. These participants were beginning to understand that
being Jewish was more than a religious identity. Many of the participants were beginning
to articulate that they belonged to a “people.” It was interesting to note that the students
in this exploratory stage explained their change in conceptualizing Jews as a “people.”
For many of them, this was a different way to think about being a Jew.
They call us a tribe and I like that. Until now, I have thought [Judaism was] about
bat mitzvah, Torah, and being religious. It was very narrow, the way I thought
about being Jewish. Now I see being a Jew as so much more. We are linked as a
people, as a tribe. (Pauline)
All of the participants in this stage articulated that during their college years, they
had begun to think more broadly about Jewish identity. All of them had been raised to
think about being Jewish mainly as a religious identity. These students realized that Jews
were linked as a people, regardless of religious identity. All of them were ambivalent
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about what being Jewish meant to them because they were still determining that for
themselves.
■

Stage 3: Identity Achievement
During the stage known as identity achievement, individuals resolve the ethnic

identity issues for themselves and develop a healthy ethnic identity of their own making.
Individuals come to terms with being part of a minority community and gain a secure
sense of ethnic group membership while being open to other cultures. David explained
how his identity achievement is manifested:
I am secure being who I am. I am Jewish. I know what that means to me. I find
myself more willing to be with different kinds of people now. I know who I am
and what that means to me, so I am more willing to build relationships with
others.
During the interviews, all of the students from Christian neighborhoods discussed their
identity in ways that made it evident that they had realized what being Jewish meant to
them and had achieved an adult Jewish identity.
Understanding Jewish Ethno-Religious Subordination
While ethnic identification is important to understand, I am particularly interested
in the development of consciousness of the subordinated statuses of Jews in this society.
Not only are Jews members of an ethnic group, their ethnic group is targeted by
oppression, namely anti-Semitism. While anti-racist programs assist Ashkenazi Jews to
become conscious of their agent racial identity, they do not assist in the development of
their target ethno-religious awareness. When the students were answering the questions
and discussing their own ideas and development around the awareness of anti-Semitism,
it became clear that the development of a consciousness of anti-Semitism is critical.

200

In the second chapter, it was shown that multiple social systems exist that are
composed of socially-constructed diverse groups possessing differential levels of
privilege and power in this country (Clark, 2002). Social identity development describes
the developmental process through which members of oppressed identities overcome
internalized subordination through a process of awareness, rejection of the dominant
paradigm, and exploration of their newly acknowledged target identity. Similarly,
members of privileged groups awaken to take ownership of their internalized dominance
to combat those roles in the system of oppression and explore a new identity that is not
founded on unearned privilege (Adams, 2001; Hardiman & Jackson, 1997). Targets are
members of social identity groups that are devalued by oppression, while agents are
members of the dominant, privileged group who gain unearned privileges from that
oppression. Target and agent groups vary across different countries and cultures, but in
the United States agents typically encompass the White, male, heterosexual, Christian,
temporarily able-bodied, middle-class identities.
Most individuals possess both target and agent identities, as all people belong to
multiple social identities (Albrecht, 2003a). Little research, however, has been conducted
on how Jews develop awareness and understanding of belonging to a subordinated ethno¬
religious group (Blumenfeld, 2001).
In interviewing the participants for the study, it became clear that students were
discussing the ways in which they thought of themselves as ethno-religious targets in a
society that is characterized by Christian hegemony, as they described experiences that
were not explicable through ethnic identity models. Some students were supplying their
historical and sociopolitical analysis of the experience of Ashkenazi Jews in this country
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and throughout history. Some students, on the other hand, gave no analysis whatsoever
and seemed to have not thought critically about these issues before our interview or the
subsequent focus group. Many of the students who had not thought about these issues
previously said as much in their interview. Judith stated, when asked about the place of
Ashkenazi Jews in the United States, “You know, I have never thought about it. It hasn’t
crossed my mind.” There also were students who provided some understanding of the
nature of anti-Semitism, but did not go very deep in their understanding of systemic
Jewish oppression throughout world history. In reading the transcripts of the responses
offered, I realized that students had differing understanding of anti-Semitism and Jewish
target status.
Social identity development models are a helpful means to understand how Jews
develop awareness of ethno-religious oppression, in their role as subordinate group
members. In attempting to understand how the respondents challenged anti-Semitism and
developed a new consciousness as ethno-religious targets, I used models that highlight
the process in which targets overcome internalized subordination and gain a deeper
understanding of the system of oppression that marginalizes them. Two models were
particularly helpful in attempting to understand the experience of Jews.
The first model used in grasping the phenomenon under investigation was
Jackson’s (1976) Black Identity Development Model (1997, 2001). This model is the
foundational model for other identity development models that highlighted the process
through which targets overcome internalized subordination and challenge oppression.
The second model examined is Kim’s (1981) Asian American Identity Development
Model. Kim’s model is used for a number of reasons. First, the Asian American Identity
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Development Model was adapted from the Black Identity Development Model. In
addition, Kim s (1981) model is used because Kandel (1986) in her research on the
identity development of Conservative Jewish women found that there were similarities
between the developmental paths for two of her participants and the earlier stages of the
Asian American Identity Development model. Interestingly, as with Kim’s Japanese
women who became aware of the racism directed against them as Asian Americans while
active in the Civil Rights movement, the Ashkenazi Jews in my study were working on
behalf of other oppressed people within their anti-racist dialogue programs and had begun
to ponder their own experience of oppression as Jews in the United States in this anti¬
racist context.
The following table highlights the various stages of each model, including the
stages proposed for the development of understanding Jewish ethno-religious
subordinated status. The three models have two important characteristics in common: all
three of these models focus on the development of target identity awareness. Similarly,
all three models are adapted from Jackson’s (1976) original Black Identity Development
Model. However, the first two models, those of Jackson and Kim, are clearly racial
identity models. The third model proposed differs from the other two models, in that it is
concerned with ethno-religious target identity. The stages for the three identity
developments models are:
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Table 7
Comparison of Three Identity Models
Black Identity
Development Model
(Jackson, 1976)

Ethnic Awareness

Jewish Ethno-Religious
Target Development
Model
Ethno-religious Awareness

Passive Acceptance

White Identification

Acceptance/Minimization

Active Resistance

Awakening to Social
Political Consciousness

Awakening to Historic &
Political Consciousness of
anti-Semitism

Asian American Identity
Development (Kim, 1981)

Redefinition
Internalization

Redirection to an Asian
American Consciousness

Rejection of Christian
Hegemony/Redefmition

Incorporation

It is obvious from the table above that there are important parallels between
aspects of the Asian American Identity Development Model and aspects of the identity
development of Jewish ethno-religious target identity. In examining the transcripts, it
became clear that Kim’s (1981) model provided dimensions of identity development that
are germane to the experience of Jews. Thus, I was able to recognize a pattern in the
development of awareness of ethno-religious subordination status for Jews and could
show how Jews understand themselves as ethno-religious targets.
Thus, an adaptation of Kim’s (1981) model suits my sample. Most importantly for
this research, Kim’s model begins with an awareness of ethnicity fostered in ethnicallyidentified family and neighborhood contexts, and prior to schooling. This aspect of her
model, not seen in Jackson’s (1976) model, more closely mirrors the experience of the
Jewish participants in this study, as the students reported that they were initially
conscious of their ethnic Jewish identity, within their families and for some within their
Jewish neighborhoods.
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The results of this research study suggest that respondents went through four
stages in examining their target ethno-religious identity. This developmental process was
an unexpected and important finding from this research. It is important to remember,
however, that the proposed model is based on the findings from a limited, exploratory
study.
These stages can be viewed as a developmental process. These stages are: ethno¬
religious awareness, acceptance/minimization, awakening to historic and political
consciousness of anti-Semitism, and rejection of Christian hegemony/redefinition. The
next section will demonstrate how each stage fits into the development of ethno-religious
target identity.
Jewish Ethno-Religious Target Development Model
■

Stage 1: Ethno-religious Awareness
During the first stage, individuals are aware of their ethno-religious identity as

Jews. This awareness comes from their significant others and their community of origin.
Those from predominantly Jewish neighborhoods have more access to ethno-religious
activities and may have a stronger sense of themselves as Jews (Berman, Brush, &
Markstrom, 1998). Since these individuals are being raised as one of the majority, they
have a strong sense of pride in their ethno-religious heritage. Those from predominantly
Christian neighborhoods, on the other hand, are not as sure what being Jewish means
because they do not see themselves represented in their environment. If the Jew raised in
predominantly Christian neighborhoods is exposed to Jewish ethno-religious activities,
her/his sense of being Jewish is more likely to be positive. In this stage, individuals are
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not particularly aware of or concerned with systemic anti-Semitism and/or discrimination
against Jews.
■

Stage 2: Acceptance/Minimization
In this stage, individuals begin to encounter negative attitudes toward Jews. Those

raised in predominantly Christian neighborhoods realize that they are different from their
neighborhood peers. At this stage, individuals do not understand what makes them
different from their peers and are not able to make sense of the negative comments and
actions from them. They begin to accept Christian hegemony and attempt to downplay
their religious difference from the majority and in some cases, try to “pass.” While these
individuals may have entered this stage proud of their ethno-religious identity, they
accept the subordinated status of being Jewish in order to fit into the larger community.
Those raised in predominantly Jewish neighborhoods begin to realize that there
are those outside their community of origin who dislike Jews. Because they are the
majority, these individuals minimize the impact of anti-Semitism on their lives in the
larger world outside their neighborhoods of origin. Although they do not necessarily
accept Christian hegemony, they do accept the stereotypes of Jews as true. For example,
they may accept as true that there are Jewish American Princesses who deserve derision
because of their pretentious behavior. Dvora, during her interview, stated, “I bought into
all of those stereotypes by thinking I was the ‘good Jew.’ I wasn’t like that, so these
myths wouldn’t hurt me.”
The fraternity and sorority members from predominantly Jewish neighborhoods
were located in this stage at the beginning of the research project. All of these
participants contended that anti-Semitism was not that bad and had not impacted them at
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all- Often* they would follow this assertion with a story in which they were stereotyped as
a Jew on campus. This dynamic of minimizing and then relating personal experience of
anti-Semitism occurred with many of these students.

Gendered Acceptance/Minimization: Sorority Members from Jewish Neighborhoods
In particular, the sorority members from Jewish neighborhoods accepted or
minimized the stereotype of the Jewish American Princess, the overly materialistic,
gauche Jewish woman. These women reported that the “JAP” stereotype did not bother
them or affect them. Some sorority members from Jewish neighborhoods reported that
there really were women who fulfilled the stereotype, so that this ubiquitous label was in
fact accurate.
■

Stage 3: Awakening to Historic and Political Consciousness to Anti-Semitism
This stage is fueled by an event or series of events that precipitates an exploration

of Jewish oppression. In the Nigrescence model of Black identity development, Cross
(1991, 2001) shows how a racial crisis or accumulating series of racist incidents can
precipitate for Black people the realization that the discriminatory practices that Black
people experience are more than just random and isolated events. Similarly, these Jewish
participants reported being brought face-to-face with anti-Semitism as a pervasive,
recurrent system of oppression. For some, it is a personal critical experience with antiJewish sentiment in progressive Left political settings, while others were stereotyped as
materialistic simply for being Jewish women. Participants awaken to the historic and
political consciousness of anti-Semitism and realize the paradox of this form of
oppression: the hyper-visibility of Jews combined with the invisibility of Jews.
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Students in this stage realized that Jews were both hyper-visible and invisible. In
other words, Jewish influence was seen to be everywhere, regardless of plausibility (as in
controlling the financial institutions of Australia, the state of Mexico or George W. Bush)
or else they were not included in areas that they should have been (as in discussions of
multiculturalism). What is similar for individuals is a comprehension that anti-Jewish
oppression still exists and can affect their lives.
No matter the developmental pathway they followed, the students who were
awakening to historic and political consciousness of anti-Semitism feared that the world
is witnessing a new, virulent, globalizing and even lethal anti-Jewishness reminiscent of
the atmosphere of Europe in the 1930s and without parallel or precedent since the end of
the Second World War (Chesler, 2003).
I thought this stuff (anti-Semitism) was over, but it is not. It has gotten really bad.
I literally feel like I am under attack, and I did not expect that I would ever feel
this way. (Caleb)
In recent years, the world has seen an alarming increase in the number of antiSemitic incidents worldwide (Rosenbaum, 2004). A new level of anti-Israel and antiSemitic rhetoric throughout the world has accompanied this. Specifically, we have
observed that anti-Semitism is a mainstream ideology in much of the Arab and Muslim
world (Greenspan, 2003). Jews and Israel are portrayed as inherently evil, monstrous and
a danger to humanity by controlling politicians, other nation states and the media. This
anti-Semitism draws on both the traditional European charges of blood libel and more
contemporary forms of anti-Jewish oppression, such as Holocaust denial.
After the breakdown of the peace talks between the Israel and the Palestinian
Authority in 2000, a rash of anti-Semitic incidents around the world, including in the
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United States, was unleashed (Chesler, 2003). While synagogue arsons, physical attacks,
cemetery desecrations and other hate crimes abated in the United States after the initial
onslaught, they have continued in many other countries, most notably in France (Kushner
& Solomon, 2003). Almost equally alarming is the sluggish response to such acts in
many of these countries, where leaders have attempted to minimize or deny the gravity
and pervasiveness of the problem (Chesler, 2003). Dvora discussed her alarm at the fact
that few non-Jews seem to care about the precipitous rise in anti-Semitism: “It scares me
how little (non-Jews) care about the increase in anti-Semitism.”
Anti-Israel and anti-Zionist activity has become more prevalent and has blurred,
for many Jews, the boundaries between legitimate criticism of Israeli policies or actions
on the one hand and anti-Semitism on the other hand. On one hand, Israel is frequently
judged by standards not used to measure any other country (Rosenbaum, 2004).
Furthermore, there has been a startling increase in the ideological support for the
deligitimization of Jews and Israel since 2000. Israel's actions of self-defense against
terrorism have been compared to the genocidal programs of Hitler and the Third Reich.
Jews and Israelis are depicted as Nazis, even in the very countries where the crimes of the
Holocaust took place. The United Nations has again become a forum in which this antiSemitic rhetoric can be promulgated, increasingly cloaked as "anti-Zionism," as
witnessed at the United Nations World Conference Against Racism in Durban, South
Africa in the summer of 2001 and at the Human Rights Commission in Geneva in Spring
2002 (Greenspan, 2003).
In discussing anti-Zionism and criticism of Israeli policy, it is important to note
that all of the students who were in this stage of development identified as progressive
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Jews and were themselves critical of particular Israeli governmental actions. They
believed that it was important to challenge the elected leaders of Israel and their policies.
However, these students reported that the language they were hearing about Israel went
beyond legitimate criticism. For them, Zionists and Israelis were being discussed using
age-old anti-Jewish stereotypes: ruthless, trying to control the world, demonic. In
addition, the students were particularly pained by the realization that few non-Jews
understood the historical pressure and necessity for a Jewish homeland. In the words of
the participants, many non-Jews acted as if Jews returned to their historic homeland
simply to steal land and oppress Arabs.
Israel is being maligned all over the place. I cannot stand Sharon, but people are
going way beyond that. They are saying that Israelis and Jews are evil and control
the world. Where have we heard that one before? (laughs).... The saddest thing
for me is that people don’t know why Israel was created. We had nowhere to go!
The world hated us. I mean, what were we supposed to do? (Naomi)
Of course, during this era of 21st century anti-Semitism, the continued power of
the political Far Right remains profoundly troubling. In Europe, the ability of nationalist
and xenophobic parties to draw significant numbers of voters has also been worrisome to
Jewish communities. Their platforms may draw on anti-immigrant and law-and-order
themes, but they also play on nativist and anti-Semitic sentiments (Lyons, 2003).
For the participants of the study involved in additional diversity and progressive
civic engagement efforts, this increase in anti-Semitism manifested itself on U.S. college
campuses. The students who were engaged with progressive causes found themselves
seeing hatred against Jews in stark and ugly ways. The students came into contact with
people who compared Israeli actions with those of the Nazi as well as those who
expressed the view that Jews controlled the world. In other words, the students were
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realizing that Jews were hyper-visible in the minds of anti-Semites. Jews were seen to be
involved with all of the maladies of the world. Many of these Jewish students felt
beleaguered and isolated, needing assistance and support.

Awareness of Gender Oppression within Anti-Semitism
Some of the Ashkenazi Jewish women in this stage described their experience of
a particular gendered dimension to the development of historic and political
consciousness of anti-Semitism. The crisis that precipitated this exploration for many of
the Jewish women in this study and thus awakened them to historic and political
consciousness was the fact that the ubiquitous stereotype of the “JAP” or the Jewish
American Princess, the supposedly spoiled, overly materialistic, wealthy Jewish women,
assaulted them daily. In the participants’ views, this stereotype was common on campus
and socially acceptable to articulate. The women in the study initially tried either to
distance themselves from it or to embrace it in a cynical manner. Jewish women
awakening to social and political consciousness realized that there was nothing they
could do to change people’s stereotypical thinking of Jewish women and would not reject
other Jewish women who might fulfill the stereotype. In other words, women who were
coming to terms with the reality of anti-Semitism realized that the “JAP” stereotype was
more about the person saying the stereotype than in the behavior of the stereotyped
woman.
In addition, the women awakening to historic and political consciousness of antiSemitism were bothered by the acceptance of the Jewish American Princess stereotype by
other Jewish women. Realizing the damage done by the stereotype, the women in this
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consciousness-raising stage were pained that other women would accept this anti-Semitic
and sexist myth. Kate, in discussing her discomfort about some of her sorority sisters
because of this acceptance, stated, “I hated when my sisters called themselves JAPs. A lot
of them did call themselves that. We aren’t JAPs!”
During this stage of awakening to historic and political consciousness, individuals
acknowledge that discrimination and stereotyping of Jews are part of a larger system that
still impacts the lives of Jews. Individuals who have awakened to historic political
consciousness begin to realize that there is a system of oppression that targets Jews. They
comprehend that Jews are not personally responsible for anti-Semitism; they understand
that it is internalized anti-Semitism that makes Jews think that they can run from the
stereotyping of Jews by “not acting stereotypically Jewish.”
For the participants who were raised in predominantly Christian neighborhoods,
this awakening occurred, or began to occur, while they were in high school. Yohanna
stated, “I began to have these click moments, these “a-ha” instances, in which I would
realize that people didn’t like Jews. I realized that it was there, and it wasn’t my fault, as I
had thought before that time.” Even for these students, however, the overt anti-Semitism
they saw on campus served as the impetus for them to connect their experiences of antiSemitism in their communities of origin with a larger system of oppression. Seeing the
precipitous rise in anti-Semitism in the world made them realize that their experiences
were not isolated.
As they awaken to consciousness, individuals seek more information about antiSemitism while trying to understand the personal significance of Jewish oppression on
their lives. This stage is characterized by great emotional intensity, including anger at the
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agent group for oppression. There is also frustration about their own earlier lack of
consciousness of these issues.
The students from predominantly Christian neighborhoods as well as the students
from predominantly Jewish neighborhoods involved with political/civic engagement
efforts on campus reported that they experienced tremendous anger when they were
confronted with the reality of how Jews were perceived. These students explained that
they attempted to understand the Jewish experience in order to make sense of their own
lives. Naomi, involved in progressive political activities, explained the anger she felt
when first made aware of anti-Semitism:
During my first year, I became so angry. I was being seen as a JAP because I was
from a Jewish area and was upper-middle-class. People hated Israel for merely
existing. I was forced to see the ugly truth: people hate Jews. I was so mad at the
world. I was on edge all the time. When people would start to talk about Jews, I
would be looking for some sign that they disliked Jews.
In order to understand what she was experiencing, Naomi became what she called “a
student of anti-Semitism.” She held that by understanding the history and dynamics of
Jew-hatred, she would be able to locate herself in a phenomenon and hopefully learn
from those who came before her.
Caleb made a similar point about the anger he felt when he realized that he was
stereotyped for being a Jew. He explained a painful incident that happened to him during
his high school years.
I remember the incident like it was yesterday. I was walking out of the gym. I felt
something being thrown at my back. I looked down and saw that they were
pennies. I was so humiliated. I didn’t look back. I didn’t want them to think they
got to me. But at that moment I knew that I was stereotyped for being a Jew, that I
was different. Before, the jokes about my being cheap were funny to me. But that
situation humiliated me. I became so angry during high school and early college. I
was the angry Jew. I wanted to be with Jews because I felt like they got me.
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Many of the students from predominantly Jewish neighborhoods awakening to
historical and political consciousness of anti-Semitism explained that they were initially
angry with the Jewish community for its supposed fulfillment of certain stereotypes. The
students who, when starting to realize how Jews were perceived by non-Jews, were
frustrated that many Jews they knew were, in the words of Benjamin, “rich,”
“materialistic,” “blindingly accepting of all Israel’s actions” and “stuck to themselves.”
These students blamed the Jewish community for being stereotyped. After a period of
anger, however, these students realized that it was internalized anti-Semitism that made it
seem that Jews were engaging in nefarious behaviors. Interestingly, the only students
who reported these feelings were raised in Jewish communities.
As stated earlier, individuals in this stage attempt to gain a better insight into the
nature of anti-Semitism and to comprehend the personal significance of Jewish
oppression on their lives. Unfortunately, when these students searched for information
about anti-Semitism, they realized the other side of anti-Semitism: namely, the
invisibility of Jews. The students had begun to see the hyper-visibility of Jews, the idea
that Jews are the cause in all negative world events, on the campus of the university and
had come to social justice programs to discover what they were encountering.
Students grappling with this stage were dismayed by the invisibility of Jews in the
anti-racist program and in discussions of multiculturalism. David explained his anger and
frustration at not being well-represented in diversity courses at the university, “I became
so angry when I realized that we were invisible. We did not exist as targets [in diversity
courses] and that made me angry. We were like ghosts.” The participants were
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encountering anti-Semitism in the larger community and were extremely upset that no
one seemed to be talking about this hatred of Jews.
I had to go to classes that were specifically about Jewish issues to discuss what I
was seeing [anti-Semitism]. I thought that diversity courses would be talking
about this stuff. But there wasn’t discussion; there was just silence. (Dvora)
Many of the students from Jewish neighborhoods who had not previously
interrogated the social position of Jews in society explained that their work in anti-racism
education and the interviews allowed them to begin to explore Jewish oppression and
anti-Semitism. Thus, the classes in the program provided the crisis moment to begin the
awakening to historical and political consciousness to anti-Semitism. The interviews and
focus group discussions enabled them to find support and language with which to frame
their awakening consciousness.
In addition, some of the participants, who had reported never thinking about some
|

of these issues before, acknowledged that the interviews stimulated them to think about
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Jewish oppression in a new way. It seems that to them, the interview questions served as
the impetus for the awakening stage. Pauline, during the focus group, stated that she had
been reexamining her prior beliefs since the individual interview:
I have been thinking so much about how Jews are seen in this society since we
spoke. I notice how people react to Jews, the comments they make about Jews.
Before I never cared what people thought, but it has changed. I have started to
think about where Jews fit into this world. Why are we hated so much? It has
been weird, I now care about what being Jewish means because of those
questions.
In this stage, they begin to understand the enduring impact of anti-Semitism, the
cyclical nature of anti-Semitism and the dynamics of Jewish oppression. There is a
growing awareness of anti-Semitism as well as strategies to resist this form of oppression.
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Individuals in this stage are hypersensitive to slights against Jews and are examining all
social situations for possible hints of anti-Semitic feelings.
■

Stage 4: Rejection of Christian Hegemony/Redefinition
During the rejection of Christian hegemony/redefinition stage, individuals

redefine what it means to be a Jew independent of a system of oppression. Individuals
attempt to transcend their anger and collusion of the past. They work toward the end of
anti-Semitism with other Jews and non-Jewish allies. During this stage, individuals are
better able to empathize with other forms of oppression. They are willing to understand
other social identities they hold, including those with which they are part of the dominant
group.
The intense emotions of the awakening stage subside for a calmer way of being.
David held that his initial anger at the treatment of Jews in this society had become a
resolution to fight anti-Semitism in a healthy, constructive manner with allies at his side:
I was really angry [about anti-Semitism] in college. I really was pissed. I had
friends who were Christians but not many. I wanted to be with Jews to fight for
our rights.... I have chilled now. I still speak out about anti-Semitism, but I know
that all Christians aren’t the enemy.

Interacting and Intersecting Agent and Target Identities
The previous sections on identity have examined ethnic identification and the
development of awareness of Jewish ethno-religious target status. In this section, I
discuss the manner in which other agent and target identities interact and intersect with
ethno-religious target status. Given that upper-middle-class White Ashkenazi students
often vigorously contest the ideas that are taught in diversity classes because of their
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interacting target and agent identities, it is important to understand how these identities
do in fact impact each other.
Although most research on multiple identities has focused on those who are
targets of multiple oppression, some authors have explored how an individual's privileged
social or cultural group statuses may work in combination with an individual's oppressed
group statuses in shaping the individual's personal experiences (Croteau et al., 2002). The
literature review in Chapter 2 and this dissertation study contribute to this research by
demonstrating that Ashkenazi Jews complicate our understanding of intersecting
dominant and subordinate position because they are members of the racially privileged
agent group who are also targeted as Jews.
In fact, they are an especially visible instance of intersecting multiple identities.
Jewish identity confounds established and understood notions of ethnic, racial, national
or religious identity in this country. As Adams (2000) contends, Jews are not merely a
religious group nor merely an ethnic/national group. Adams captures the
multidimensional nature of Jewish identity when she states that “social group
designations that reflect either/or categories of ethnicity, religion, or culture in the United
States do not appear to be especially helpful in understanding the Jews as a diaspora
people” (p. 135). Another author sums it up by contending that Jews are “a religious
community, a nation, an ethnic group, [and] a race” (Petersen, 1997, p. 241). As these
authors state, Jewish identity is complex, consists of a number of factors, and defies
simple social categories. Complicating this is the research of Croteau et al. (2002) who
discovered in their work on the interplay between agent and target statuses that privilege
affected others’ perception of oppressed group status, especially white-skinned privilege.

217

During the individual interviews and focus group, the participants held that
Jewish ethno-religious identity interacts and intersects with White racial identity for
Ashkenazi Jews. In other words, White racial privilege was impacted by Jewish ethno¬
religious subordination. They claimed that one could not understand the lived experience
of Ashkenazi Jew without acknowledging this intersection. The respondents maintained
that being White affected how one saw oneself as a Jew and vice versa.
Whiteness impacts being Jewish in that it is easier for us not to see patterns of
discrimination. We let our guard down because we are White people. Also, we
strive for assimilation. Whiteness makes us want to forget being Jewish. We want
to minimize it. Being Jewish impacts being White because we do not see
ourselves as the regular type of White person. We [know that we] aren’t the
White Christian, so it affects how we understand ourselves as White people. If we
focus on the target identity, it is harder for us to see the racial privileges we
receive in this society. (Yohanna)
Yohanna’s statement mirrors the research of Croteau et al. (2002), who found that
privilege affected a person’s recognition of his/her own oppression.
In response to the question, How do they represent the concept of intersecting
target ethno-religious identity and agent racial identity, many of the students articulated
that Jewish identity and White identity were intertwined for Ashkenazi Jews and could
not be separated. The notion that Whiteness and Jewishness cannot be separated mirrors
the writings by Jewish feminists on Jewish whiteness (Albrecht, 2003b; Tessman, 2001).
These theoreticians hold that due to the nature of anti-Semitism, Jewish whiteness is a
complex mix of target and agent identities. In other words, one cannot easily separate
being White from being Jewish in the lived experience of Ashkenazi Jews.
Because of their inability to separate target and agent identities for themselves,
the students reported that they struggled to coordinate these identities in a program that
only examined one identity dimension at a time. When I asked the students how they
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made sense of their identities in these programs, many of the participants claimed that
Ashkenazi Jews initially focused on their target Jewish identity. This contention mirrors
the work of Tatum (1997) who argues that most people focus initially on their
subordinated identity. Some of the students claimed that in anti-racist programs,
Ashkenazi Jews often focus on their agent identity if they have never focused on that
before.
During the focus group, I asked students if they ever thought about the ways in
which White racial and Jewish target identities interact. The students from Christian
neighborhoods asserted that they had, while other students stated that they tended to
separate them. The next figure, an adaptation of Reynolds and Pope (1991)
Multidimensionality Model, represents the ways in which Ashkenazi Jews think about
whiteness and Jewishness in anti-racist programs based upon the research conducted for
this dissertation.
Identify with White agent status

Identify with Jewish target status

Identify with both statuses in
a segmented fashion

Identify with both combined aspects
of self (status interaction)

Figure 10. Representation of multidimensional nature of Ashkenazi Jewish statuses in
anti-racist /social justice education.

As Figure 10 shows, Ashkenazi Jews can identify with their target ethno-religious
status, their agent racial status, with both at different times, and with an understanding of
the nuanced ways each position interacts and impacts the other. All of the participants
were located in the bottom two quadrants, meaning that they identified with both statuses.
The students from Christian neighborhoods, other than the Orthodox participant and the
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students from Jewish neighborhoods who were involved in diversity and progressive
civic engagement efforts, identified with the combined aspects of themselves.
In the course of this research, it became clear that other target and agent social
identities are interrelated to Jewish identity. As the students answered the questions
posed, they apologized for “getting off track” (Pauline) to explore how the other
identities played an integral role in the participant’s sense of being Jewish. In addition to
agent White racial identity and targeted Jewish identity, gender identity (target for
women, agent for men) and complicated agent class identity were involved with how a
student’s Ashkenazi Jewish identity was experienced in different contexts. Figure 11 on
shows how I conceptualize the interactions between the various social identities.
Gender is an Important Variable in Jewish Identity
This study demonstrates that gender played an important role in how the
participants understood their relationship to other groups and how stereotypes affected
them. Specifically, anti-Semitism has a gendered component to it. Jewish women felt a
stronger personal affinity to women of color. As stated previously, many Jewish feminists
have commented on the role that gender plays in Jewish identity and the experience of
anti-Semitism (Cantor, 1995; Kaye/Kantrowitz, 1992; Nadel, 2003; Prell, 1996, 1999).
Jewish women reported that they shared a number of identity issues: body image
issues, being devalued by men of the group, and not fitting into a narrow definition of
femininity. These issues, the Jewish women held, were similar to those facing women of
color. The Jewish men, on the other hand, did not feel the same relationship with people
of color. The Jewish men in the study, when discussing the connection with people of
color, focused solely on historical events that occurred decades ago, primarily the
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historical relationship between African American and Jews. Though the women in the
study also discussed the historical relationship between Jews and African Americans,
they highlighted that they currently shared identity issues with women of color.
In addition, Jewish women reported grappling with direct, personal anti-Semitic
stereotypes more often than Jewish men. For Jewish men, anti-Semitism was more
abstract. The female respondents claimed in the individual interviews that Jewish men
believe they have become accepted in this society and do not want to focus on Jewish
target identity in the same manner as Jewish women.
Jewish men don’t want to think about being Jewish. They just have this one
identity that keeps them from the top. Why focus on it? I mean, they are closer to
the White Christian male ideal than we are. So, of course they are not going to
want to look at it. (Stefanie)
The anti-Semitic stereotype of the materialistic, rich Jew that Jewish women had
to contend with manifested itself as the stereotype of the “JAP,” the Jewish American
Princess. This stereotype arose during the 1950s as Jewish men, with the decline in
institutional anti-Semitism, desired acceptance in the mainstream White Christian
society. Beck (1988) asserts that Jewish men continued and promulgated this stereotype
as a way to assimilate. In addition, sexist and anti-Semitic stereotypes combined as
women entered the workforce in unprecedented numbers, and Jews entered the
mainstream of White society (Beck, 1988).
The fact that the Jewish women in this research reported being the targets of
personal anti-Semitic slurs was not unexpected, given that Booker (1991) contends that
the “JAP” stereotype is a socially acceptable vehicle for anti-Semitism. Prell (1999)
asserts that the stereotype of the whiny, materialistic Jewish woman has replaced earlier
stereotypes of the shrewd, cheap Jewish man. This research corroborates this claim since
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these Jewish men, unlike the Jewish women, did not report specific stereotypes being
used against them. Unlike Jewish women, the Jewish men did not grapple with
stereotypes that were specific to Jewish men. As “JAP” clearly means women, there is no
corresponding current anti-Semitic stereotype for Jewish men.
The Jewish women claimed that they were often confronted with this stereotype.
The women corroborated Booker’s (1991) findings that they are often afraid of fulfilling
this stereotype and often go out of their way not to be seen in this negative light.
I don’t want to be seen as a JAP. I know people think it but I get really nervous
that people will think that about me. I mean, who wants to be seen as some
spoiled rich girl? But what can I do about it? I try to not wear my cute outfits but
people seem to think it anyway. (Jane)
The Jewish men did not report worrying about having to avert stereotypes. Caleb
commented, after hearing what the women experience during the focus group:
We [Jewish men] don’t experience anti-Semitism so directly. I never thought
about the fact that anti-Semitism comes out in a sexist way, but it really does. On
this campus especially, the myths and the lies about Jews come out as stereotypes
about Jewish women.
Because of this gendered dimension of anti-Semitism, the majority of the
theoretical writing on the topic of Jewish ethno-religious subordination has come from
Jewish women and feminists. Jewish women have discussed the ways in which Jewish
women do not fit the White standard of beauty (Edut, 2001; Jervis, 1998), the challenges
Jewish women have in constructing their identity in a multicultural world (Engelen-Eiles,
1995) and the gendered forms of anti-Semitism that particularly target Jewish women
(Beck, 1991; Pogrebin, 1996; Prell, 1999). Furthermore, these female writers discuss the
ways in which identity construction is particularly difficult for Ashkenazi Jews, given
that they are privileged by race and marginalized by religion and gender simultaneously.
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Lastly, it became clear from this research that Jewish women were more open as a
whole to the discussion that White Jews were different from White Christians. The
Jewish women told stories about the reactions of Jewish men to the assertion that being
Jewish impacted being White. They held that Jewish men, because of their proximity to
unfettered privilege, wanted to believe that Jews were just like Christians and that being
Jewish did not position Jews differently from White Christians.
Class Dimension
While gender is relatively easy to differentiate in terms of target and agent status,
class status proved more difficult for these Ashkenazi Jewish participants. All of the
participants identified as upper-middle-class and would be considered agents in terms of
class. Because of the nature of anti-Semitic stereotypes, however, it has been argued that
class privilege, ironically, exacerbates Jewish target status; thus, class complicates Jewish
identity (Train, 2000). Looking at it a different way, Jewish ethno-religious target status
problematizes agent class identity. It could be argued that the unearned racial and class
privilege that is invisible for so many white Christians in the U.S., becomes hypervisible
when applied to Jews.
The literature review highlights that Jews have been linked in others’ minds with
economics and money for centuries (Yeskel, 1996). In Europe, economic stereotypes
often went hand-in-hand with religious discrimination; ethnic oppression often was
manifested in economic terms (Beck, 1988). Because of Christian prohibitions against
money lending, Jews were allowed to fill a degraded economic role. With these tasks, the
modem image of the Jew became one that stated that Jews were the economic “Other”:
greedy skinflint, rapacious financier, parasitical and productive speculator, upstart
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millionaire, extortionate moneylender, sneaky trader, scurvy second-hand clothing dealer
and devourer of wealth. Jews were seen as “Shylocks” or economic exploiters, never to
be trusted (Albrecht, 1996).
Because of the stereotypes about Jews and money, the participants explained that
Jews were generally agents in terms of class. However, the respondents claimed that this
class agent status actually targeted Jews. Thus, the participants complicated the idea of
Jewish class privilege. Class was a difficult topic for many of the students in this study,
given the nature of anti-Semitism and the stereotypes surrounding Jews and money. The
respondents recognized that Jewish economic success actually provided fodder to antiSemites. What made it difficult for many of the participants was their realization that the
supposed class privilege of Jews could actually hurt the Jewish community.
The students reported that, as upper-middle-class students, it was also difficult for
them to challenge certain anti-Semitic stereotypes because every Jew they knew fulfilled
that stereotype. The students also claimed that working-class and poor Jews would be an
anomaly to many people because of the myth of the rich Jews. The students held that
Jews who were targets in terms of class would also have to grapple with the stereotype of
the “rich Jew” because others would immediately perceive them as rich once they knew
they were Jewish. Thus, class was an identity that had an important effect on one’s sense
of Jewishness.
Based on the discussion of the various social identity variables that go into how
the participants understand themselves as both agents in terms of race and subordinates in
terms of ethno-religious identity, I am proposing a dynamic model of Ashkenazi Jewish
Identity to be able to conceptualize the multifarious nature of Ashkenazi Jewish identity.
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In particular, this model highlights the manner in which Jewish target identity, White
agent identity, class identity and gender identity interact with each other.

As one can see from the diagram, White agent identity and Jewish target identity
interact with each other. If the arrows were to continue, it would be clear that the two
social identities are entwined. Given the findings of this research, class and gender
identities are included in this dynamic because these two characteristics affect how
Ashkenazi Jews understand themselves as a member of a group that is both ethnoreligiously targeted and racially privileged.
The above figure demonstrates the interplay of White identity, Jewish identity,
gender identity and class identity for Ashkenazi Jews. In the representation of the model,
White agent identity and Jewish target identity will eventually meet each other and
intersect. This characterization of the interaction between agent racial identity and target
ethno-religious identity conceptualizes the participants’ contention that the two identities
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are entwined. Based on the findings of this research, gender identity and class identity are
involved in how Ashkenazi Jews understand their complex identity.
In review, the preceding section discussed various processes of identity that
Ashkenazi Jewish undergraduate students involved in anti-racism undergo. First, I
discussed ethnic identity, using Phinney’s (1990) ethnic identity development model as a
means to illustrate the manner in which students achieve a positive ethnic identification.
The neutral concept of ethnic identity was showcased independent of the processes that
highlight identity development as it relates to systems of domination and subordination.
Thus, the next identity development movement outlined the way in which Jews become
aware of their ethno-religious target status. Lastly, I depicted the multiple target and
agent identities that impact how Ashkenazi Jews understand themselves, especially in
anti-racist educational setting. The next section discusses the other characteristics that
play in a role in how Ashkenazi Jews understand themselves, beginning with Orthodox
Jewish identity.
Orthodox Jews and Social Identity: A Contradiction
The Orthodox Jewish participant in this study explained that race was initially a
very difficult concept for him to understand. For him, the world was divided into “Jews”
and “Gentiles.”
Being Jewish or not Jewish is what matters to me. I have friends who are
Ethiopian Jews and who are Persian Jews. We might have skin colors that are
different, but we are Jews. I have something in common. White Christians and I
might have the same pigmentation, but I don’t know their world. We have nothing
in common. (Isaac)
While he certainly saw skin color and knew intellectually that certain races were
given privileges, he did not use that framework for himself to comprehend the world. He
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explained that it was initially very difficult for him in the university’s anti-racist
education program because of his worldview. This finding corresponds with
Blumenfeld’s (2001) findings that race was not a salient concept for the Orthodox Jews in
his study. Because of their exclusive focus on Judaism and the Jewish community,
Orthodox Jews do not view race as an important differentiator between people.
Moreover, Croteau et al. (2002) discovered that privileged status is not recognized when
an oppressed status is visible or publicly known; therefore, it is not surprising that racial
privilege is not fully appreciated by Orthodox Jews.
Interestingly, Orthodox Jews do not use an oppression model in understanding
anti-Semitism or Jewish identity. Isaac, the only Orthodox participant in this study,
expressly rejected those who base their Jewishness on anti-Jewish oppression. In fact, he
minimized the impact Jewish oppression has had on his life, while sharing a number of
instances of anti-Semitism that he, his family and friends have gone through.
Anti-Semitism just doesn’t mean that much to me. I am a Jew because of Torah
and Hashem [God]. I know horrible things happened to us, but that isn’t what
being Jewish is about to me. I don’t get those who only think being Jewish is that.
It isn’t. It is the mitzvot [commandments]. Besides, it isn’t that bad any more. I
mean, it can get bad any time. But I am not going to worry about it. (Isaac)
Although Orthodox Jews do not use an oppression model to understand the
experience of Jews, they certainly grapple with and confront anti-Semitism. Historically,
Orthodox Jews were the only American Jews to publicly demonstrate against the
Roosevelt administration’s inaction during the Holocaust and were visibly involved in the
struggle to free Soviet Jews during the 1960s and 1970s (Cantor, 1995). In this study,
Isaac was one of the participants who reported the most instances of anti-Semitic
behavior directed against him. In addition, when all of the respondents discussed relative
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White privilege for Jews, they all used Orthodox Jews as the template for the type of Jew
who does not receive unequivocal White privilege. Because of the visibility of Orthodox
Jews, they are often the targets of anti-Semitism and anti-Jewish hate crimes (Chesler,
2003). Thus, because of their visibility as Jews and their focus on Jewish issues,
Orthodox Jews serve as an interesting barometer of anti-Jewish sentiment still present in
society.
Jewish Whiteness is Distinct from Christian Whiteness
This study discovered that Jewish Whiteness can be seen as distinct from
Christian Whiteness. As demonstrated in Chapter 2, Whiteness has been conflated with
Christianity in this society and Jewish identity has historically been a racially marked
category. Because of this history, some Ashkenazi Jews do not experience themselves as
the same as White Christians (Nim, 1996; Rich, 1993; Silverman, 2001; Thompson,
2001). In particular, Jewish feminists have written a great deal on the subject of Jewish
difference from White Christians (Kaye/Kantrowitz, 1986; Train, 2000). These authors
contend that Jewish whiteness is distinctive because of the history of Jewish racialization
and Christian hegemony.
Although the students were hesitant to acknowledge this distinction because of
their commitment to anti-racism, the respondents recognized that being a White Jew was
fundamentally different from being a White Christian. In other words, the historical
construction and racialization of Jews has essentialized, to these students, Jewish identity
as White Otherness. Simply put, target Jewish identity undercut White privilege.
For many of the students, this would not be understood if the concepts of White
privilege and White supremacy were not separated. During the focus group, many
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students articulated that systems of White privilege, the benefits and advantages Whites
receive in a racist system, and White supremacy, ideologically-driven organizations, such
as the Ku Klux Klan and the Aryan Nation, were not the same for Jews. Moreover, the
students claimed that by not differentiating between the two systems, one did not capture
the complexity of identity.
I am White. When I enter a store, I am White and therefore not followed. In terms
of the White Supremacists, I am not White. How do I make sense of that? I think
that makes the difference for all of us who are light-skinned but not “pure”
European. We may look White, but we are not pure: we are mutts. (Yohanna)
Impact of Neighborhood of Origin on Identity
An important finding of this research was the significance of neighborhood of
origin as a context for Jewish identity and status investigation. In other words, where a
student was raised affected how that individual thought about ethnic identity, subordinate
Jewish status and the interplay between agent racial position and target Jewish position.
In this study, the neighborhood of origin was related to the exploration of both students’
ethnic identity and concept of their social position in society.
With ethnic identity, those from predominantly Christian neighborhoods reported
that the college environment allowed them to think about their ethnic identity in new
ways, as heard in Caleb’s words, “I have really been involved in Jewish organizations
and activities in a way I was not able to at home. I have learned a lot from those around
me who grew up very Jewishly.” The students from predominantly Christian
neighborhoods explained that they were able to more regularly attend religious services
and learn from those whose Jewishness was strong from an early age. Kate contended
that she joined a Jewish sorority because she wanted “to really learn what it means to be
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Jewish, to be with people who are Jewish.” Hence, it seems that neighborhood of origin
related to the aspect of ethnic identity exploration during college.
The students from Jewish neighborhoods, particularly those who were members
of historically Jewish fraternity and sororities, were more likely to be in the foreclosure
stage, meaning that that they had received an ethnic identity from their parents and did
not explore it for themselves. The students from predominantly Jewish neighborhoods
reported that foreclosure resulted from not having to ponder being Jewish in an all-Jewish
community. As stated earlier, the students from Jewish neighborhoods asserted that being
raised in a predominantly Jewish locale provided them an opportunity for them to know
and enjoy being Jewish, while not having to contemplate the meaning of the Jewish
identity with which they were presented.
Regarding Jewish ethno-religious subordination, the participants who had thought
the most about these issues all came from predominantly Christian neighborhoods.
Amanda noticed this during the focus group when she told the participants from
predominantly Christian neighborhoods, “You all have thought about [anti-Semitism],
You are prepared for it.... I have learned so much just listening to you.” The students
from predominantly Christian neighborhoods all explained that, for their own survival,
they had to understand the role Jews had in a Christian society and that they had been
thinking about these issues in order to make sense of their own experience. Because these
students had experienced being different because of being Jewish, they were more likely
to understand that Jews were currently targets of oppression and more likely to believe
that Jews were position differently from other Whites in this society.
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If one was raised in a predominantly Jewish neighborhood, she or he was less
likely to have thought about Jewish ethno-religious target status or Jewish ethnic
positionality in this society. For those raised in Jewish neighborhoods, one’s choice of
college activities was related to whether one thought about anti-Semitism as a social
system and/or as a form of oppression that affects her/his life. Specifically, those who
grew up in predominantly Jewish neighborhoods and were involved in diversity or civic
engagement efforts thought more deeply about anti-Semitism and its impact on his or her
life and position in society. Further, those respondents from Jewish communities who
were involved in diversity efforts reported having their consciousness grow while at the
university.
Conversely, those from predominantly Jewish neighborhoods who joined a Jewish
fraternity or sorority did not have a well-developed awareness of anti-Semitism. While
there were sorority and fraternity members from Jewish locales who stated that they
knew about the history of anti-Semitism, they explained that their thoughts and feelings
around anti-Semitism and Jewish positionality were often similar to what they had
thought in their community of origin.
In addition, the participants from neighborhoods in which Jews predominated
were more likely to see Jews solely as agents. While the respondents could all articulate
the historical ways Jews were oppressed, they did not necessarily comprehend that antiSemitism targeted Jews contemporarily or, if they did realize that anti-Semitism still
impacted Jews, that this anti-Semitism affected their lives. These individuals focused
solely on Jews in terms of the supposed power Jews had in this society, which is not
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surprising given that all of the people they are surrounded by are Jews, often in uppermiddle-class communities.
Thus, it becomes clear that the environment one was raised in has much to do
with how the individual thinks about issues of anti-Semitism and Jewish target identity.
Some researchers (Markstrom, Berman & Brusch, 1998), in exploring Jewish ethno¬
religious identity, found that Jewish adolescents raised in predominantly Jewish
neighborhoods had a stronger attachment to being Jewish. However, when one adds the
element of oppression as social justice education does, it seems that Jews raised in
predominantly Christian neighborhoods are better able to recognize and to deal with a
society in which Jews are still marginalized.
Greek Affiliation as a Continuation of the “Bubble”
In examining the role of community demographics on the participant’ identities, I
noticed a pattern with Greek affiliation and neighborhood of origin. As shown in the
demographic section of Chapter 4, the vast majority of students who became members of
Jewish fraternities and sororities had been raised in predominantly Jewish neighborhoods.
Only one member of a Jewish Greek-letter organization, Kate, was from a Christian
neighborhood. For her, joining a historically Jewish sorority was a means for her to
explore her Jewish identity.
During the interviews, the Greek students from Jewish neighborhoods stated that
the historically Jewish fraternities and sororities confirmed their upbringing and did not
challenge them. It appears from the research results that students from Jewish
neighborhoods who join these fraternities and sororities were initially in Phinney’s
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(1990) foreclosed stage. In addition, none of the Greek-affiliated students were involved
in diversity or progressive civic engagement activities other than the anti-racist program.
The fratemity/sorority members from predominantly Jewish neighborhoods
discussed at length experiences that are described by this concept offoreclosure when
discussing their earlier ideas about being Jewish. They asserted that joining a historically
Jewish Greek-letter organization was a way to feel comfortable and not think about their
Jewishness. Amanda commented to me when she spoke of her first year in college:
I simply joined a group [Jewish sorority] that reminded me of home. Everyone
was Jewish, well-off, understood me. It was easy for me to not have to think about
what being Jewish was about for me.
Although the fraternity and sorority members from Jewish neighborhoods stated
that they joined these Greek-letter organizations in order to recreate their upbringing,
they explained that the anti-racist program had put them into contact with Jews and nonJews who challenged their worldviews. They realized that becoming a member of a
historically Jewish sorority or fraternity did not allow them to develop an ethnic
identification independent of their community of origin. Stefanie, in particular, expressed
her relief that she had an opportunity through the anti-racist program to develop an adult
Jewish identity:
You know, [this program] really has helped me be the type of Jewish person I
want to be. Before, I thought just like my family did. Being Jewish was the way
that my family taught me. I joined a sorority that reinforced that and did not force
me to get outside the bubble. [This program] helped me on the path to think about
“who am I?”
These students reported that many of their fellow fraternity and sorority members
had a foreclosed Jewish identity. The fratemity/sorority members from predominantly
Jewish neighborhoods explained that they believed that most of their peers from Jewish
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neighborhoods who were in the Greek system often do not question their Jewish identity
and are maintaining the unexamined ethnic identity given to them by their parents. Jane
acknowledged:
These girls [sorority members] haven’t thought about who they are. They leave
the bubble and they enter another one. Who is there to make them think about
who they are? No one. So they don’t think about it. They are the same type of
person that they learned to be when they were surrounded by all Jews in Long
Island.
During the interviews, some of the sorority members from Jewish neighborhoods
wondered whether joining a historically Jewish Greek-letter organization was an
unconscious way for them to shield themselves from anti-Semitism. Many of these
students discussed being nervous about how they were going to be treated at an
institution in which they were the minority for the first time. Jaclyn summed up this
point:
I can see that I might have joined [this sorority] to be able to not have to deal with
other people’s ignorance. I mean, who wants to be stereotyped? I can see that we
might do that [join Jewish fraternities and sororities] to protect ourselves.
When other oppressed groups engage in this form of behavior, social justice
educators understand that they are shielding themselves from potential harm and are in a
particular identity phase. However, the students reported that their actions were given
malevolent reasons, such as cliquishness and thinking they are better than other people.
The students claimed that it is important to realize that Jewish students, like gay students
and Black students who only participant in in-group activities, are in a developmental
place, and there is nothing inherently evil or bad about these students. Not surprisingly,
the reasons that are projected onto Jewish students for their supposed self-segregation
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(cliquishness and thinking they are better than non-Jews) are merely updated versions of
age-old anti-Semitic stereotypes.
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CHAPTER 6
IMPLICATIONS, FURTHER RESEARCH AND CONCLUSION
The purpose of this study was to examine the various ways in which Ashkenazi
Jewish undergraduate student anti-racism educators understand and use their Jewish
identity in their work with communities of color. Students who are active in anti-racism
education projects are often challenged to understand the background and legacy of their
racial position relative to systems of racism. Students who identify as Ashkenazi Jews are
further challenged to understand their historical experience of discrimination and
oppression as similar to and also different from communities of color. The ways in which
students of Ashkenazi Jewish background and identification compare or contrast their
historical and current social position with that of communities of color can either
facilitate or disrupt their efforts to be anti-racist educators. In this last chapter of the
dissertation, I describe the implications for education that arise from the findings of this
study. Lastly, I suggest areas for further research and conclude the study.
Implications for Education
This study presents important implications for anti-racist and social justice
education programs. These implications provide opportunities for social justice educators
to design programs that are more sensitive to the complex experience of Jews and others
in a “middle position” for whom the binaries of domination and subordination do not
convey lived or historical experience. These implications will present a fuller
understanding of oppression to all students, Jews and non-Jews alike.
Social justice educators might try to present the experiences of target and agent
identities in more nuanced, more intersecting, and in less binary terms. Generally, the
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program of studies taken by the student participants in this study involved courses
focusing upon dichotomized statuses and identities. For instance, the gender dialogue was
named “Men/Women,” leaving little room to discuss transgender identity that
complicates the binary notion of male agent identity and female target identity.
In highlighting the nuances in a social hierarchy, it could be helpful for social
justice educators to discuss “middle position” groups, such as Jews, bisexuals, and the
middle-class. These groups receive privilege and experience subordination, depending on
specific local contexts. These groups’ target or agent status depends on their location in
relation to other groups in systems of oppression. For example, middle-class individuals
receive privilege in relationship to the working-class and poor; however, they are targets
vis-a-vis the owning class. This dissertation research demonstrates that a similar dynamic
exists for Ashkenazi Jews in relationship to people of color and Whites. These “middle
position” groups often obtain simultaneous privilege and subordination. This researcher
hopes to complicate the “target/agent” dichotomy used in social justice education. In
teaching about middle positionality, resources such as Ransford’s (2000) nuanced
distinction about access to racial privilege are wonderful resources to complicate the
dualisms social justice educators utilize.
With this discussion, students would discover how Jewish whiteness is distinct
from Christian whiteness because of the role of Christianity in the historical construction
of U.S. White identity and the change in Jewish ethno-racial assignment between 18

and

19th century Europe and 20th to 21st century United States. Currently, excellent resources
exist for this discussion, including the work of Albrecht (1996), Brodkin (1998), Cantor
(1995), Kaye/Katrowitz (2001) and Kivel (2002). Hopefully, these resources will help
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educators to problematize the traditional racial binary and help students to realize that a
single dimension of identity can be layered.
Moreover, social justice educators might try to explore the intersections and
interplay between forms of oppression. Like the early theorizing on social identity
development, social justice educators often examine one identity at a time in a unitary
fashion. Thus, multiple identities are artificially separated in order to understand the
intricate processes that take place as one has a change in consciousness (Reynolds &
Pope, 2001). The ways in which social justice educators teach does not take into
consideration the dynamic and interacting nature of everyone’s multiple racial, sexual,
class-based, religious, gender and ability-based identities. Human beings are raced and
classed and gendered simultaneously and do not experience their positions in isolation
from each other.
There is also generally not an appreciation in many social justice and diversity
programs that some forms of oppression are closely aligned and cannot be easily
separated. While all forms of oppression interact with each other to produce different
positions within a matrix of identity, particular forms of oppression, such as antiSemitism/racism and heterosexism/sexism are closely aligned and are contingent upon
each other. Pharr (1997) states, “Homophobia is a weapon of sexism.” In other words,
heterosexism cannot be discussed without understanding the system of sexism in which it
thrives.
Similarly, anti-Semitism cannot be truly understood without comprehending how
it fits into an historical system of racial constructions. Anti-Semitism can be considered
the prototype of racism (Fredrickson, 2001; Omi & Winant, 1994). Although most Jews
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of Ashkenazi ancestry are now seen as White, Jews were explicitly regarded as nonAryan in 19th century Europe, and U.S. neo-Nazi and Christian Identity groups still
maintain fundamental division between Aryans/Whites and all others. In the U.S., there is
a connection between White racism and anti-Semitism (Azoulay, 1998; Barkun, 1997;
Langman, 1996).
Back and Solomos (2000) emphasize that one of the most consistent themes that
runs through White Supremacist discourse is anti-Semitism. Lemer (1990) contends that
anti-Semitism is the oldest form of racism in the Western world. Several authors affirm
that White Supremacist ideology is always anti-Jewish and that race hatred will never
exclude Jews (Daniels, 1997; Ferber, 2001; Lyons, 2003). These researchers contend that
Jews may not have ultimately been constructed as a non-White race in the United States,
but plenty of Jew-haters think of Jews as non-White (Kaye/Kantrowitz, 1986). Hence,
anti-Semitism needs to be understood within the context of racism.
Similarly, Jews should be understood as a distinctive identity group, despite the
language used to describe them that is often racialized. Adams (2001) contends that
racialized groups are ones in which pan-ethnic lumping occurs (Ibos and Yoruba became
“Negroes,” Puerto Ricans and Mexican Americans became Latinos/as, Chinese- and
Cambodian-Americans are Asian-Americans), while Jacobson (1998) states that
racialized groups are seen as phenotypically different. Given that ethnic designations of
Ashkenazim, Sephardim, and Mizrachim are subsumed under the larger rubric of
“Jewish” and that one often hears that a Jew with certain features “looks Jewish,” Jews
can be understood as a racialized group. Kaye-Kantrowitz points out, “A Jewish nose, I
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conclude, identifies its owner as a Jew. Nose jobs are performed so that a Jewish woman
does not look like a Jew. Tell me again Jewish is just a religion” (1996, p. 123).
Moreover, social justice education programs should be prepared to complicate the
models that we use by understanding how intersections bend or undercut agent or target
identities. As a man who is gay, I receive male privilege in this society. However, that
male privilege is undercut by my target gay identity. Similarly, Jews receive White
privilege and may receive class privilege, but the target Jewish identity affects these two
privileged categories.
Moreover, anti-racist and social justice education programs could consider
problematizing the monolithic idea of white-skin privilege, both by allowing for nuances
and intersections. Yohanna stated, “[Whites] get privilege over people of color, but are
[Whites] all equal to each other? I don’t think all Whites are on the same level.” Students
should learn how Jewish identity intersects with agent racial identity. The students in this
study were thankful that the educators in these programs challenged them to examine
their racial agent status. Their challenge back is that those educators must incorporate
how other target identities complicate one’s sense of whiteness.
As a result of this analysis, it is clear that social justice educators should begin to
challenge and complicate how we think and teach about race. Although we continually
hold that race is a social construction that is based on pseudo-science with social
implications, we often discuss it in essentializing terms and often reify the system. Social
justice educators must discuss “race” as a classificatory system that was created to
maintain social hierarchy and dominance. “Race” is also historically and geographically
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situated. Social justice educators should talk about racialization and racism, not “race.”
We must interrupt how we think about this concept in order to assist in its eradication.
In discussing “race,” social justice educators would be helped by remembering
that we are discussing racial positionality and status, not racial identity. Using the term
“identity” with race serves to maintain that ones’ position in this system of oppression is
about who they are. Anti-racism education promotes the elimination of racism through
recognizing and changing institutional policies and practices as well as noticing
individual attitudes and behaviors that contribute to racism (Dei, 1996; Kivel, 2001; Nim,
1996). Dei (1996) contends that the purpose of anti-racist education includes identifying
and addressing racism at both the personal and institutional levels and working toward
removing systemic barriers that marginalize groups of people. In anti-racist education,
White participants begin to understand the benefits of being a member of the racially
dominant group and the ways that whiteness privileges them in the United States.
Similarly, social justice educators could complicate their discussion of White
privilege. As this dissertation demonstrated, White racialization depends on context, level
and history. Not all "Whites" have had access to the same resources historically at the
systemic level or have been treated in the same way at the interpersonal, local and
organizational level. This has been partly a function of phenotype (not just skin color),
culture, national origin and location in the hierarchies established at different points in
time to divide people by what people and institutions define as racially other or nonWhite.
In discussing white-skin privilege, we should discuss how different group have
differential access to specific privileges. The color line, or phenotype line, plays out very
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differently, for example, in public places than in the courts, prison system, federal
agencies and educational systems for groups who are racialized as "other" regardless of
phenotype (Haney-Lopez, 1996).
For example, light skin Latinos, Arabs, Asians, Native Americans may benefit
from some White phenotype "privilege" at the interpersonal level in some contexts, such
as racial profiling in highway but not in airports, banks and stores when one has to show
identification (even when one is legal) or sign papers or in schools as other markers enter
in the equation (phenotype, names, cultural and social capital, demeanor, peoplehood).
In challening how we think about “race,” it is also important to clarify that social
justice educators are discussing and educating about systems of advantages based on a
socially constructed idea of race. When we talk about systems of advantages, we ought to
be clear about what we mean. In a country which advantaged those seen as White, many
groups attempted to claim White status, regardless of skin color and current racialization
(Haney-Lopez, 1996). Because of the system of advantage, ethnic groups that are
currently racialized as White and non-White attempted to gain the privileges of whiteness
(Jacobson, 1998). However, only some groups, and only after a while for some of them,
were able to attain the privileges of the agent position. Thus, social justice educators can
educate students about the ways in which all groups have tried to be seen as “White,”
given the unearned advantages that identity would offer (Martinez, 2001). Educating
students about the ways in which many groups worked to be seen as White can help them
understand that whiteness has been invented.
In complicating the discussion of racialization and racism in social justice
education, educators could also talk about ethno-religious oppression when teaching
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about racism. As stated earlier, ethno-religious groups, communities in which religious
identity is often racialized and is linked to the idea that one “belongs” to a “group,” often
contend that racial privilege and oppression is more complicated than the way it is
generally presented (Fox, 2002). Social justice educators should highlight the ways that
ethno-religious oppression targets certain groups. Given that many groups, including
Hindus, Jews and Muslims experience historic and contemporary forms of prejudice or
demonization based on perceptions (and combinations) of religion, ethnicity and race, it
is helpful to discuss the idea of ethno-religious oppression. Although these groups are
actually diverse ethnic/religious groups, others often project on them a racial identity that
has motivated intimidation, oppression and violence.
In discussing ethno-religious oppression in the United States, Christian
dominance and privilege needs to be studied and interrogated in social justice education
programs. From this research, it is clear that students do not believe that Christian
hegemony—how this society is Christian in nature—is adequately discussed in these
programs. Christian hegemony is a reality in this nation and it impacts non-Christians
greatly (Feldman, 1997; Schlosser, 2001). Also, the role of Christianity in racism and
White supremacy needs to be investigated in anti-racist education programs. How are
whiteness and Christianity related and conflated in a society that is both rooted in
whiteness as property and Christianity, specifically Protestantism, as the dominant
religion?
Another educational implication of this research is to acknowledge that a strong
Jewish ethnic identity does not necessarily prepare one for an understanding of the
historical and systemic nature of anti-Semitism as Issac, the sole Orthodox participant’s
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statements demonstrate. Educators must realize that providing Jewish students with
ethnic affiliaton activties is not sufficient; it is important to provide opportunities for
Jewish students to develop awareness and understanding of the historical and systemic
nature of anti-Semitism.
Jews Not Included in Multiculturalism
Unfortunately, many students do not have an opportunity to learn that the current
stereotypes being used against them are recycled anti-Semitic myths. In fact, there is little
discussion about Jewish oppression at all in diversity-related discussions. Beck (1995),
Kleeblatt (1996) and Langman (1999) assert that Jews are not represented in
multiculturalism and anti-racist education. Langman (1999) contends that Jews are not
included in discussions of multiculturalism by non-Jews for five reasons: 1) A lack of
knowledge of Jewish oppression and that Jews are seen as 2) an assimilated non¬
minority; 3) economically privileged; 4) part of the White majority; and 5) members of a
religion, not a culture.
When the participants were explaining the reasons they gave for non-Jews
omitting Jewish issues from diversity education, they provided four of the same reasons
that Langman gave. This research corroborates four of the five reasons he gives for why
Jews are not included in discussion of multiculturalism:
■

Jews are seen as an assimilated non-minority

■

Jews are seen as economically privileged

■

Jews are seen as part of White majority

■

Jews are seen as members of a religion, not an ethno-religious target group
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The findings of this research, similar to Langman (1999), also concluded that
Jews did not include themselves in discussions of multiculturalism because the Jewish
students often invalidated the Jewish experience and/or did not feel competent to discuss
Jewish oppression. Many of the students explained that they did not think anti-Semitism
was “as bad as racism” (Amanda) and therefore did not discuss anti-Jewish oppression in
diversity classes. When students were asked about anti-Semitism, they often felt that they
were not knowledgeable to discuss the topic or did not know the history or manifestations
of anti-Semitism.
The findings of this study support the general view presented in the literature that
Jews conclude that many people do not perceive Jews as currently being oppressed;
rather, many non-Jews focus on historical instances of anti-Semitism, such as the
Holocaust. If non-Jews do see Jews as oppressed, they minimize anti-Semitism. The
students explained that Jewish identity and anti-Semitism was not studied in a respectful
or serious manner in this university’s anti-racist education program. All of the
participants felt that non-Jews, including the staff and faculty who administer and teach
in these programs, do not understand the complexity of being Jewish and the ways in
which Jewish identity confounds whiteness, as Jane said in her interview, “They
[diversity facilitators] don’t get us. No one gets us. We don’t make sense to these
people.”
The students claimed that the staff of the program did not attempt to understand
the challenges that Jews articulated in class. Given the overall knowledge and sensitivity
of the faculty and staff on other issues of oppression, this insensitivity to anti-Semitism
was particularly painful for many of the students. While the participants differed in their
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level of annoyance and whether it impacted them, they all concluded that Jews were
misunderstood, and they held that this misunderstanding had an impact on their own
experiences in these programs. Naomi shared her feelings about the exclusion of Jewish
identity in a first-year diversity seminar:
I just shut down. I was very angry. I felt like the professor did not understand
where I fit. The students did not want to hear about my experience. It was lonely,
not being understood.... I know I didn’t get out of that class what I could have
because of my anger.
Some participants discussed that they always have the feeling of not being
understood and that they learned to minimize it so that it did not hurt them. The students
claimed that they learned not to expect that non-Jews would ever understand Jews.
I think for most Jews, we learn to either not say something or get used to people
just not getting us. We are this anomaly, so [non-Jews] just maybe roll their eyes
or get uncomfortable, but they ignore our differences. (Dvora)
The most troubling aspect of this misunderstanding for many of the participants
was the fact that the program staff and faculty did not comprehend the nature of Jewish
identity. This misunderstanding often made Jews feel invisible because the program
faculty and staff did not seem to attempt to understand the complex identity issues facing
Jews. Along with Naomi, many participants shared stories that illustrated how staff did
not understand that Jews were different in some way or perhaps asked Jews to teach the
rest of the class about what it was like to be Jewish. Yohanna shared an instance in her
role as a residence life staff member:
During the year my supervisor, after I was talking about social justice issues at the
staff meeting, turns to me and says out loud, “Isn’t this great? And [Yohanna’s]
White.” And I was like, “Well, you see I am Jewish. I have a number of identities,
and I am also Jewish.” That kind of got rolled over, ignored. He didn’t know what
that meant to me or that it was different in some way.
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Her experience with her former supervisor is explained by the research of Croteau et al.
(2002) when they state that privilege affected others’ perception of oppressed group
status, especially white-skinned privilege.
Participants admitted that it was frustrating to them to have to explain to anti¬
racist educators what being Jewish meant and how it impacted their lives. The students
held that Jewish issues should be incorporated in programs dealing with diversity and
multiculturalism. The students who were raised in predominantly Jewish neighborhoods
found this particularly difficult because they had never had to explain themselves before
coming to college.
Where I grew up, the non-Jews knew about us. They knew about Jews. Here that
is not the case; I have to explain to people. In some ways it has opened up my
eyes to the reality of Jewish life. We are misunderstood, we are not known at all
except in the bubble. (Amanda)
As Chapter 4 showed, this bothers many Jews and demonstrates to them that Jewish
issues are invisible in anti-racist education at this institution and that anti-Semitism as a
form of oppression is considered unimportant.
With the program staff of the anti-racist programs, the last reason that Langman
(1999) highlights may come into play, namely lack of knowledge of Jewish oppression.
Faculty and administrators in anti-racist programs often do not understand the cyclical
nature of anti-Semitism and feel unable to teach effectively about this system of
oppression (R. Fisher, personal communication, February 10, 2004). Because non-Jews
do not include Jewish issues in multiculturalism, I argue that this tells Jews that their
experience is of no importance and exacerbates Jewish students’ invalidation of Jewish
identity and anti-Semitism. Thus, this research demonstrates that the reasons that

247

Langman (1999) offers in his theoretical piece play an important role in the unintentional
devaluation and minimization of Jewish identity and oppression.
With the results that this study found (as did Brettschneider, 1996 and Langman,
1999), studying Jewish oppression and anti-Semitism ought to be more fully incorporated
into social justice and anti-racist education programs. Students should have an
opportunity to examine the history of Jewish exile and oppression, especially the “middle
role” Jews have played throughout history (Cantor, 1995). By doing this, students will
begin to understand that Jews have served as the “face of the oppressor” and are not the
hyper-privileged group that becomes successful at the expense of other groups. Students
can begin to comprehend that anti-Semitism is also a system of oppression, albeit a
unique one.
Students should also study how anti-Semitism operates as a system of oppression,
including its cyclical nature. The complete history of anti-Semitism ought to be taught,
helping students realize why Wistrich (1991) calls anti-Semitism “the longest hatred.” In
fact, because of the longevity of this form of oppression, several researchers contend that
the Jewish community has been affected into the present-day generation. This includes
the contention that Jews continue to suffer from trauma and/or post-traumatic stress
disorder because of the centuries of oppression the community has endured and that have
been handed down as part of the group’s collective memory (Hammer, 1995; Horowitz,
2003). This topic should be explored as a complicated intersection of agent and target
identities, rather than short-changed with remarks that Ashkenazi Jews merely need to
accept U.S. whiteness.
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Likewise, students could have an opportunity to explore the stereotypes and
myths that they learned about Jews. One of the by-products of not adequately covering
Jewish issues is the fear that students will leave the class with the same stereotypical
thinking about Jews that they had when they began the course. This process is especially
important for Jewish students who may have internalized anti-Semitic beliefs or who
might collude with their own oppression by minimizing the impact of these beliefs on the
lives of Jews.
Before students can learn about anti-Semitism and the complicated nature of
Jewish identity in social justice education, social justice educators, themselves, need to
understand the history of Jewish oppression. Throughout this research study, I heard
students complain that the faculty and administrators running these programs often do not
themselves understand the long history of anti-Semitism. The students continually
reported that program administrators and faculty were not as knowledgeable as the
students would have liked on the topic of Jewish identity and anti-Semitism.
In addition to learning about anti-Semitism, social justice educators should begin
to realize the way that Jews understand themselves and to respect their self-definitions.
Participants articulated, as Blumenfeld (2001) and Grande (2004) proposed, that many
white-skinned Jews see themselves not as White people who are Jewish but as Jews who
are White. The emphasis in this identity terminology is vital to comprehending how
Ashkenazi Jews make sense of their identity. The emphasis, as one can see, is on the
Jewish identity. Getting Ashkenazi Jews to understand how they receive the benefits of
whiteness is also vital in anti-racist education; however, Jews must be able to define
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themselves in the way that is true and authentic for them. Social justice educators must
respect that being Jewish is a highly salient identity for many Jews.
Suggestions for Further Research
Several suggestions for further research arise from this dissertation study. First,
this study should be conducted with a larger sample of students, involved in similar anti¬
racist work, over a larger geographic area. Since this dissertation was concerned with the
experience of Ashkenazi Jews, it is equally important for similar research to be conducted
with other Jewish ethnic groups, namely Mizrachi and Sephardic Jews, African heritage
and Black Jews and Jews of biracial identity (biracial as derived from U.S. racial
categories). Examining how racial identity interacts with non-Ashkenazi Jewish
ethnicities can shed light on how Ashkenazi hegemony colors the perception of Jewish
identity in the United States. In addition, studying how Jews of color understand Jewish
identity will hopefully spotlight how Jewishness is equated in the United States with
whiteness.
Research should also be conducted to conceptualize any relationships between the
quadrants of Jewish ethnic identity using Phinney's (1990) ethnic identity development
model and the stages I describe as Jews understand their ethno-religious target status. It
will be helpful to educators and researchers to study the interactions or coordination
among ethnic identity (as a set of extended-group affiliations) and an understanding of
positionality in relation to statuses of privilege and devaluation.
In addition to research on Jewish identity, further study needs to be conducted
exploring the complex relationships between a student's strong Jewish ethnic identity, as
well as other ethnic identities, such as Irish, Italian, Haitian, and Chilean and his or her
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awareness and understanding of the historical construction and systemic nature of
oppression relative to that ethnic identity, whether agent or target positionality in relation
to systems of oppression.
Another important area of inquiry has to do with understanding the choice of
campus activities for students from predominantly Jewish neighborhoods. As this
research shows, the choice of activity for those individuals from predominantly Jewish
neighborhoods has a relationship to how they think of themselves as Jews and their
consciousness of anti-Semitism. Further researchers should examine why some
Ashkenazi students from the “bubble” choose to recreate that bubble when going to
college, while other students choose to become involved in political and civic activities
and organizations that broaden their understanding of the world.
Conclusion
Many Ashkenazi Jews become involved in anti-racism work. For example, some
three quarters of the White Freedom Summer workers during the Civil Rights Movement
were Jews (Kaufman, 1995; Kaye/Katrowitz, 1996; Schultz, 2001). As members of the
racially privileged agent group who are also targeted ethno-religiously as Jews, the
example of Ashkenazi Jews complicates our understanding of nuanced dominant and
subordinate identities. They are also an especially visible instance of intersecting multiple
identities. Thus, it is incumbent on social justice educators to utilize concepts that respect
the multiple narratives that students bring to the classroom. Social justice educators are
often at a loss as to how to deal with upper-middle-class White Ashkenazi students who
vigorously contest the ideas that are taught in these classes because of their interacting
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target and agent identities. Consequently, it is important to understand how these
identities impact each other.
However, Jews are not the only group to question where they fit into a racialized
system that does not take into account their distinctive histories. Latinos, Arabs and
South Asians and many biracial peoples often are unsure about their racial space in a
society based on a limiting Black/White paradigm of race. As with Ashkenazi Jews,
members of these other groups are also attempting to determine where they belong in a
society in which they may be simultaneously privileged and targeted. The students from
these other groups struggle to coordinate these identities in programs that only examine
one identity dimension at a time. These questions of difference that do not neatly fit into
this dichotomy are often met with confusion or hostility.
This study examined the various ways in which Ashkenazi Jewish undergraduate
anti-racism peer educators understood and used their Jewish identity in their work with
non-Jewish people of color and White Christians. These students who are active in anti¬
racism education projects were quite successful in understanding the background and
legacy of their racial position relative to systems of racism. However, targeted Jewish
identity and anti-Semitism are not fully interrogated and included in these programs. The
students, therefore, were not given an opportunity to explore how their historical
experience of discrimination and oppression may be similar to and also different from
communities of color. The students left these programs believing that their targeted
ethno-religious status impacted their agent racial position. However, because they were
not able to discuss this "complication” in class, Ashkenazi Jews left the class still
confused about the actual ways these two identities interact with each other. Social justice
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educators must assist Jews and non-Jews to understand the dynamics of Jewish
oppression, the nature of anti-Semitism, and the complex identity issues Jews face. If we
do not do this, we are doing a disservice to our students in the fight against all forms of
oppression.
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APPENDIX A
REQUEST FOR PARTICIPATION

Dear (student name),
My name is Christopher MacDonald-Dennis. I am a doctoral student in the Social Justice
Education Program at the University of Massachusetts Amherst and am looking for
participants for my dissertation. Some of you may know me from my role on campus as
the director of a co-curricular service learning program.
My dissertation is examining how Ashkenazi Jewish college students negotiate and use
their Jewish identity in anti-racist work. Many Jews, myself included, often wonder,
“where Jews fit” in term of anti-racism. Are Jews “White”? Do Jews sometimes share
issues with Black folks, like passing and the fear of assimilation? Have you ever felt
misunderstood explaining to non-Jews why we might be included in racism? This study
would be an opportunity to express yourself without there being a “correct” answer. As
an Ashkenazi Jew who has taken the training class, you have talked about a lot of issues
around racism and anti-Semitism. Your involvement with this particular anti-racist
program makes you a wonderful candidate to talk about these issues.
If you have time and are willing, I would be thrilled if you would agree to join the study.
If you decide to participate, you would be interviewed twice: individually for one hour
and again in a focus group with other Ashkenazi Jewish facilitators for one to two hours.
The interviews will be taped and all the information will be strictly confidential. I shall
use pseudonyms in my research to ensure confidentiality.
Thank you for your consideration. I really think this study will allow Jews to finally
express the unique place we hold in our society and how we use that uniqueness. If you
have any questions about the study, I would be happy to meet with you to talk over the
details. Whether or not you are able to participate, if you know of other Jews who were
involved in this program and are still students at the university, could you please pass
their names, telephone numbers and email addresses to me?
Thanks and I look forward to hearing from you soon!

Christopher MacDonald-Dennis
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APPENDIX B
INFORMED CONSENT FORM
Dear participant,
My name is Christopher MacDonald-Dennis and I am a doctoral student in the Social
Justice Education Program at the University of Massachusetts, Amherst. I am currently
conducting a qualitative study for my dissertation examining how Ashkenazi Jewish
student anti-racist educators understand and use their Jewish identity when working with
communities of color. As a peer anti-racist facilitator, I thought you would have many
insights into this fascinating but rarely researched area.
Your participation in this study will include being interviewed twice: individually for one
hour and again in a focus group with other Ashkenazi Jewish facilitators for one to two
hours. The interviews, with your permission, will be audio taped and fully transcribed.
I am dedicated to upholding anonymity and confidentiality in this study and therefore
pseudonyms for participants will be used in all transcripts and any other materials used
for this study. Your comfort and safety are key concerns and you have the right to
withdraw from this dissertation study at any time without prejudice.
The results of this study will be written as my dissertation and will be shared with my
dissertation committee and be considered as a public document housed in the W.E.B.
Dubois Library at the University of Massachusetts. Moreover, some of the information
from this study may be used for publication in journals.
I truly appreciate your time to this study and I feel it will make a significant contribution
to the field of anti-racist and social justice education. If you have any questions, please
feel free to contact me.
Thank you,
Christopher MacDonald-Dennis

Signature of author

Date

Signature of participant

Date
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